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Abstract 
This is a practice-based research project that examines how my documentary 
filmmaking practice responds to anxieties and problems of belonging in the 
context of postcolonialism in Australia. The three films included in the thesis; 
Kotla walks: Performing Locality(2005), Sisters of the Sun (2012) and The Last 
Days of Sunlight(2015), and the exegesis focus on how local practices and 
relationships are expressed in documentary filmmaking towards the ongoing 
task of producing place. This is a process that both draws from and folds 
back into the meaning localities have for inhabitants. 
Much of the theorising of documentary film has focused on the 
problematics of claims to realism and truth. Through an exploration of 
experiences of making documentary films, this project offers an additional 
interest that documentary filmmaking is produced out of, this is 
placemaking. By seeking coherence in the ideas and themes that have shaped 
the formation of my interest in documentary filmmaking and in the 
formulation of the films included in the thesis, the project argues that place, 
with its concomitant sense of belonging, provides a form of certainty that is 
sought in the face of uncertainty––a persistent condition of modernity and 
feature of postcolonialism in Australia. By deploying a dialectic of 
Home/Away the exegesis elucidates the ways in which local material 
practices and relationships are patterned into recognisable stories by 
documentary films. These stories resolve uncertainties into the certainty of 
places of communal connection—documentary film placemaking. 
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Publications – The Films 
 
The thesis includes three films: Kotla Walks: Performing Locality, The Last Days 
of Sunlight and Sisters of the Sun. I suggest that these films are watched 
before reading on from Chapter One. This thesis also relates to two other 
films that are part of the body of work I have been making about belonging, 
connection and place. While these two additional films do not form part of 
the thesis, I refer to them in discussion and so have included them in this 
publications list. 
 
Thesis Films 
 
Kotla Walks: Performing locality 2005, 92.23 mins.  
Key credits – Producer, Director 
The film tells the story of the residents of Kotla Mubarakpur, an urban 
village in South Delhi, through focusing on Sarita and Raman Bhardwaj, 
their family and their friends and neighbours. Raman's family came to 
Kotla in the wake of the Partition; Sarita moved from Nainital after 
marrying Raman. Raman is concerned about the effects of television on 
his children, and prefers ‘chatting’ on the internet, whereas Sarita battles 
to have the recently disconnected cable TV restored. The Bhardwajes’ 
acquaintances include Jaidev, an aspiring musician; Arnima, who wants 
to be a film star; and the local policewoman, Satish Bhati, who is as 
friendly with fellow members of her Gujar community as she is with the 
local ‘bad character’. The film tracks the imagination of the unofficial city 
forever in the process of breaking the topographic skin of the ‘official’ city 
of the Master Plan. It explores how the texture of urban space is woven 
into ideas of belonging, intimacy, friendship, ambition and the desire to 
be 'here' but also somewhere else. 
 
The Last Days of Sunlight 2015, 100 mins. 
Key credits – Producer, Director 
Sunlight Bassani is sick and dying but he wants to complete his lifelong 
quest of getting his people back onto their country before he goes. Like 
most of Cape York’s First People, he lives in a town that is not on his 
country and he has to deal with the cultural chaos caused by the forced 
removal from homelands. Sunlight is central to all negotiations and 
meetings. In 1961, the Lamalama were subject to one of the last acts of 
dispossession and forced removal from country in Australia. A group of 
48 Lamalama, including Florrie, were removed from Port Stewart to a 
mission at Bamaga, 500 kilometres away. They were one of the last 
groups of Aboriginal people living autonomously in their homelands, 
relying on traditional knowledge and skills. This began Sunlight’s quest 
and it was before anyone had spoken about land rights or the idea of a 
‘native title’. He took up this quest with no concept of the laws that 
 iv 
controlled the movement of Aboriginal people in Queensland. Indeed, the 
very idea of government was and remains alien; its relevance to 
Lamalama people is only as an existence that has to be dealt with to get 
back onto the homeland. But there is a storm brewing and Sunlight faces 
one last showdown. This is the challenge of making sense of a new world, 
of organising and arranging the Lamalama to move out of the cultural 
chaos that they have endured. In seeking to recognise what was, native 
title law is remaking Aboriginal authenticity and identity. The Lamalama 
have a clear understanding of which tract of land is owned by which 
family, but native title requires ownership to be structured contiguously 
and with specific boundaries. This raises questions of authority. 
Sunlight’s authority comes from his circumstances in growing up with 
white people and his capacity to deal with them, but within his 
community, the fact that he was born in a town, and not the bush, is used 
to challenge his authenticity. 
The family bonds of the Lamalama and their commitment, love and unity 
overcome the challenge and Sunlight’s quest is fulfilled. The Lamalama 
are now able to live in their country in the way they want. This film tells a 
significant story of how contemporary land rights and native title 
processes affect and reshape authenticity and identity in Aboriginal 
groups that have to ‘prove’ an ongoing connection to their country. 
 
Sisters of the Sun 2012, 23.20 mins. 
Key credits – Producer, Director 
The past has its place in the future. Djargurtwoorroong elder Wombeetch 
Puyuun is teaching Scottish-born settler Isabella Dawson his land’s 
language. Meanwhile, contemporary Australians from the Volcanic Plains 
of Victoria’s Western District meditate on the passing of time in a place of 
sheep, algae, eels, lava and stars that reveals that words carved into stone 
in a cemetery are a fantasy of certainty in the face of the settler-colonial’s 
impermanence. Descendants of Isabella and Wombeetch’s people meet 
for the first time, and reflect on what it means to be ‘the last of your 
tribe’.  
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Non-Thesis Films 
 
The World Within No More 2012, 30 mins. 
Key credits – Producer, Director 
The loss of language and culture is a significant problem for minority 
groups across Asia in the face of economic development. But not all 
minorities are marginalised or socially and economically disadvantaged 
by the processes and forces that affect change. This is the story of a 
community who within living memory were headhunters, but whose loss 
of culture is as much a result of their willing embrace of modernity. The 
big difference for this community is that they can do something about it. 
In 2012, the Kelabit community of Sarawak, Borneo, invited Deakin 
University’s Cultural Heritage and Film disciplines to assist develop a 
proposal for a museum to preserve their culture and heritage. The 
investigation was run as a field school involving a team of 14 students 
and two staff. The World Within No More documents the detailed 
investigation that took place and reveals important factors in why a 
museum is needed and what it will take to make it work. In particular, 
the World Within No More reveals the remarkable story of a community 
that, through high levels of education, can navigate and steer itself 
through the challenges and dangers of the global economy. 
https://vimeo.com/332771087 
 
Fiery Creek: Connecting the catchment 2016, 30.38 mins. 
Key credits – Producer, Director 
Fiery Creek runs down through central Victoria to Lake Bolac. The creek 
is the only source of water for the lake and for thousands of years it was 
an important place for Aboriginal clans of several language groups to 
meet, celebrate and feast on an abundance of eels. The creek was also 
central to the lives of the clans that lived along it, providing resources all 
year round and marking the way north and south. But now the creek 
stops running and the lake dries up. Farming practices are having an 
impact on the creek and the local catchment management authority is 
trying to improve the health of the creek by restoring its banks with 
native vegetation. But the creek’s biggest enemy is indifference. Farmer 
Bill Weatherley observes that ‘if you live on a creek, you regard 
everybody up the creek from you with deep and abiding distrust and 
everybody below you with complete indifference’. The creek needs a new 
story, one that connects everyone who lives along it. 
<https://vimeo.com/187612601>
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Preface 
Lessons for Home, Away. Notes on making Kotla Walks Performing 
Locality. 
 
Documentary filmmaking is not always about the finished film. I began to 
discover this during my first experience of documentary filmmaking at a 
small production company in the mid-1980s. Initially I had been employed to 
provide technical support for some ambitious new projects the company had 
taken on. However, after a few months I was deployed to produce the 
corporate and sponsored documentaries that kept the company viable 
between major projects. I had gained the knowledge and skills of filmmaking 
working on TV drama at Crawford Productions (CP)1 in the early 1980s. I had 
enjoyed learning about filmmaking and the technical work of producing TV 
drama, but was not interested in or motivated by the ends to which this work 
was being put—the programs I was working on. So I had been looking 
around for something else to do.  
To begin with, I did not think that making corporate and sponsored 
documentaries would be interesting. But it required travelling across 
Australia to places I never imagined I would visit, never imagined existed, or 
had not imagined I would want to visit. I gained remarkable access to the 
world and this fired my curiosity. I discovered that I enjoyed applying the 
skills and knowledge of filmmaking to strange and unfamiliar situations and 
that during the process, these situations transformed for me to interesting 
and familiar. I also enjoyed meeting new people and learning about them, 
and the appreciation they showed for being filmed was always rewarding. 
For instance, I once received a huge hug from a worker I had filmed 
packing melons in a noisy, hot and dusty shed in Humpty Doo (Northern 
Territory). This melon-packing shed was a crude structure, open to the dust, 
heat and humidity of the melon fields that surrounded it. It was unbearable, 
even at 7 am. The project was for the Department of Foreign Affairs trade 
agency, Austrade, to promote Australia’s horticultural exports and 
apparently this shed––nominated by someone in an office somewhere––was 
an example of Australia’s melon-packing prowess and the example through 
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which to promote our melon excellence. It was my task to make this 
apparent. The cameraman with me glumly asked what we had done to 
deserve working in a place like this. The motley crew of workers in the shed 
represented all of the top end of Australia’s cultural diversity. They were 
already sweaty and dusty and their leathery, weather-beaten skin, scars and 
the toothless smiles we earned later seemed to bear out the implication of the 
cameraman’s pessimism. It was very hard to have any enthusiasm for the 
task. I estimated we would be lucky to get fifteen seconds of action out of the 
melon selecting and packing processes. My heart sank faster than my energy 
was sapping. 
When approaching somewhere like this shed, a ‘somewhere’ I have 
little knowledge of, I experience it as inhospitable and even hostile. Edward 
Casey argues that this is because it is a ‘no-place’ for me. It has no meaning 
and so without meaning I feel insecure (Casey 2013, p. 6). I would also say 
that this insecurity expresses itself as an opposite to what I want, which in 
this case was to make a successful film from whatever was going on in this 
shed. So whenever I experience a situation as inhospitable, my first response 
is to see it as unpromising. This shed looked uninteresting and the action in it 
limited. 
I have made the mistake of yielding to this feeling of insecurity and so 
getting just enough shots to document the process minimally and then 
getting away as fast as possible––back to the air-conditioned comfort of car 
and hotel. Treating situations with such disdain tended to lead to poor-
quality shots that then stained the whole project and also made filmmaking 
unrewarding and hard work. But then I learnt the trick of overcoming the 
insecurity and finding a way into the work that also made the task 
rewarding. The trick was to find something of interest from which some 
meaningfulness would follow. I needed to start with a bit of localised 
placemaking. 
I was watching the first worker in the packing line while I 
contemplated where in the melon-packing shed I might find something of 
interest. The physical appearance of the worker, whose name was Kay. 
indicated that her life was tough and a world away from mine. As a 25-year-
old-male at that time, I found her as intimidating as the shed. But 
filmmaking creates an alternative set of conditions and rules for the order of 
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things and the basis for interactions. So I began with the simple basics, 
asking her how many melons did she pack an hour? How long did the 
season go for? Was it a good season? And soon we were chatting away with 
some of the other workers joining in. Conversations like this move towards 
whatever topics and themes are shared by the group. This order of things 
also means that I, as a filmmaker, seem to provide an opportunity for 
insiders to give testimony to what troubles them. All of the workers were 
women, and not many of them had their own cars, so a major concern for 
them was getting out to the shed each day by 6 am. This forced many of 
them to share poor-quality accommodation nearer the shed and so be 
separated from their children during the working week. The conversation 
revealed that the workers shared difficult lives, with other hardships both 
inside and outside the shed. Here melons were packed for a greater price 
than the wages these women received, but without the wages, minus the 
sacrifices they made to gain these wages, these women had no livelihood to 
support themselves and their families (a common story across the 
horticultural industry), making them vulnerable to exploitation. There was a 
strong camaraderie between them. 
This discussion was the transformative moment when the shed 
changed from hostile and unproductive to be a place of struggle and 
resilience and this made it special. But then, filming the workers felt like it 
would be a further exploitation. I felt uncomfortable about imposing on 
them. The farm owners and managers had given Austrade permission to film 
in the shed, but I doubt they had asked the workers. So I asked whether they 
were happy to be filmed. There were some who didn’t want to be filmed 
(and we did not film them) but there were more who were enthusiastic. This 
included Kay, who began by giving the camera ‘the bird’. This was a magic 
moment where I think she, on behalf of the other workers, asserted some 
agency. From this point, I felt excited about filming them. I set about making 
a portrait of workers in a melon-packing shed.  
Cameras do lie. None of the oppressive misery of being in such a shed 
is recorded in light reflected off surfaces––which is what a camera does. 
Grime, sweat and leathery skin reflect sumptuous-looking light, not heat, 
humidity and dust. In between beautiful shots of the workers laughing and 
enjoying the attention and distraction of being filmed, the melons rolled out 
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of the hopper onto the conveyor belt, were sorted, then expertly packed. I 
believe that the opportunity to be in a film shown around the world 
(Austrade distributed the final film to more than 100 Australian trade 
missions) shifted these workers into the centre of a positive idea of Australia 
that they were never otherwise offered. Their work in the shed was a positive 
contribution to the world and they were excited about this being recognised.  
When we said goodbye, Kay gave the cameraman and me, strangers a 
few hours earlier, a big hug and told us to take care. When I drove away 
from that shed, it was no longer inhospitable. It had transformed into a place 
that I felt positive about. Indeed, I asked the cameraman, what did we do to 
deserve such experiences? Documentary filmmaking changes the world for 
me, mostly for the better.  
Many years later, in 2003, making Kotla Walks: Performing Locality 
showed another contribution that making documentary film makes beyond 
the finished work. Sometimes the process of making a film remakes the 
world being filmed for those being filmed, and I found this to be the most 
absorbing and exciting use of the skills and knowledge of filmmaking. 
Kotla Walks was made in collaboration with anthropologist Sanjay 
Srivastava. He was interested in the emergence of modern Indian identities 
among those who ‘have little or no voice in the metropolitan post-colonial 
culture of the nation-state’ (Srivastava 2004, p. 191). Srivastava introduced 
me to the idea of the ‘unauthorised regularised’. This is a concept prevalent 
in the India bureaucracy where there is unauthorised use of space or some 
unauthorised construction that is counter to central master planning. Such 
unauthorised activity can become accepted––regularised—but no action is 
taken to adjust the master plan, so that the master plan then bears little 
resemblance to what is actually happening yet remains the official view 
(Kotla Walks, 10 minutes 32 seconds to 11 minutes, 13 seconds). This offered a 
metaphor for the gap between what Srivastava has described as the ‘reading-
formation of civil society’ account of modern India and the ‘subterranean 
civil society’ that constituted the daily experience of millions of Indians 
(Srivastava 2004, p. 189). The ‘reading-formation of civil society’ is an official 
account of modern India constituted through mainstream sources such as 
academia, media and literature. 
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The ‘unauthorised regularised’ was an important idea in the formation 
of the project and basis for the selection of the locality of Kotla Mubarakpur 
(KM). KM was the tomb of Mubarak Shan, a 15th-century Sayyad dynasty 
ruler of Delhi. It then became the name of the village that grew up around 
the tomb and that has now been engulfed by the wealthy suburbs of 
contemporary South Delhi. These suburbs, such as Defence Colony 
bordering the east, were developed under the English-designed imperial 
capital master plan to house the bureaucrats, technocrats and military 
leaders of, firstly, British Indian, and now Republican India. The planners 
drew a red line (lal dora) around areas like KM and declared them as ‘urban 
villages’ where the farmers who had been displaced from the surrounding 
land could continue to live traditional farming lives. These areas were 
viewed as slums, outside of the cosmopolitan ambitions of the national 
capital.  
KM is a place of the ‘subterranean civil society’. It has developed 
independently from the surrounding suburbs, which are places where the 
‘reading-formation’ idea of India better fits. (Srivastava 2010, p. 840). To the 
surprise of the residents of these surrounding suburbs, by the early 2000s 
many of KM’s farmers had become very wealthy although they remained 
‘culturally backward’––as they say in India (Srivastava 2010, p. 840). While 
KM’s residents and their neighbours are only metres apart physically, the 
cultural gap presents as a significant barrier for an affluent younger 
generation from KM who aspire to join the India on the other side of the 
road. I used the roadways and access points to visually create this idea of 
Kotla as a separate and unique entity and the visual outcome of ‘regularised 
authorised’ building––the incompleteness of the buildings, the chaos of 
narrow laneways and crowding balconies overhead, as a way of visualising 
and making present in the film the sense of having to negotiate restrictions 
and competing interests and the open-endedness that is the making of self in 
KM. The exterior of KM describes the interior struggles of its residents (Kotla 
Walks, 43 minutes, 15 seconds). 
KM was also chosen as a location because Srivastava had a prior 
relationship with KM resident Raman Bhardwaj, whose standing in his 
neighbourhood provided an entrée into this world. But Raman and his wife 
Sarita became the central characters of the film by using the presence of the 
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camera to renegotiate their relationship. They were changing their living 
arrangements from an extended-family situation to a nuclear-family 
situation, which required this negotiation. Raman, Sarita and their two 
children shared accommodation with Raman’s mother and brother’s family. 
Despite his brother’s objections, Raman wanted to break the extended family 
up into separate apartments. This involved pulling down the old rambling 
complex of small apartments and shops that the Bhardwaj family owned and 
rebuilding it into a modern complex of multi-room apartments and shops. 
Raman had lived for a few years in Europe and aspired to be modern. What 
he wasn’t expecting was a greater accountability to his wife that this brought. 
Sarita was happy with this new arrangement because it freed her from the 
constraints that daughters-in-law live under and so she could have a closer 
relationship with her husband. What she wasn’t expecting was the extra 
work that this put on her, as household tasks were no longer shared between 
mothers-in-law and sisters-in-law. It also meant she was under more 
constant surveillance and criticism by her husband. She lost some 
protections. 
The use by Raman and Sarita of the filmmaking (and other KM 
residents such as the Basoya household), produced a rich performance of 
identity negotiation and remaking. It revealed a split that individuals in KM 
seemed to be negotiating; a wanting to be here––the should-be of tradition 
and a fixed expectation of self that KM represented, and somewhere else–– 
the could-be possibilities and freedom from restrictions that an imagined 
outside-of-a-KM seemed to offer. This somewhere-else could be attained 
physically, such as want-to-be-actress Arnima had achieved by moving to 
Mumbai, or savoured through TV as Sarita sought. But while somewhere-
else offered freedom, here provided certainly and security. They all seemed 
to me to be in a permanent state of contradiction between wanting the 
security of the should-be and the freedom of the could-be. Zygmunt 
Bauman describes this as a condition of modernity (Bauman 2000, p. 22). 
However, whereas Blom Hansen characterises identity as ‘secure and stable’ 
and ‘the urge to eradicate the doubt that splits the subjects’ (quoted in 
Srivastava 2010, pp. 838, 836), Srivastava argues that ‘the notion of the 
fragmented self should be considered an aspect of active self-making rather 
than debris in modernity’s wake’ (Srivastava 2010, p. 836). Both Raman and 
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Sarita, like many of their friends and neighbours, sought a fluidity to move 
between here and somewhere else on their own terms, as restricted as this 
was by gender and social capital. They sought both tradition and modernity 
and their self-formulation seemed to seek to umbrella rather than ‘eradicate’ 
fragmentation. In other words, their identities included splits. 
In light of this need for continual self-making and remaking, 
participation in the filmmaking can be thought of in terms of a necessary 
opportunity for what Edward Bruner describes as performances that ‘re-
fashion reality. ... It is in the performance that we re-experience, re-live, re-
create, re-tell, re-construct and refashion our culture … the performance itself 
is constitutive’ (Bruner 1986, p. 11). This idea then would explain why the 
residents of KM, the workers in the melon-packing shed—and indeed, 
people I have ever filmed anywhere—welcome participation in documentary 
filmmaking when it is about who they are in their world. Documentary 
filmmaking offers an opportunity to change, reorder or reassess something. 
But an important mediator on how far the order of things can be 
changed for an individual can be the place they occupy. The notion of 
community is bound up with place, although not all places are communities. 
In a case like KM, it is possible to argue that place and community are 
coterminous. Bauman argues that key features of communities are ‘ready-
made, ready to use … understandings shared by all members’ … so that we 
understand each other ‘without words’ and never need to ask 
apprehensively, ‘what do you mean’? (Bauman 2000, p. 10). The existence of 
these shared understandings that operate as restrictions on KM residents but 
are not attributable to individuals (such as the operation of patriarchy and 
caste within KM) is often indicated by the objections they have to them. (For 
instance, see the Shishodiya household discussions of restriction put on girls 
at 51 minutes 37 seconds to 54 minutes, 50 seconds). The film ends with 
Sarita resisting Srivastava’s entreaties to act modern and hold her husband’s 
hand, by equating any outside imposition on her to act a particular way with 
place. She says ‘You are Kotla right now’. Self-making is not unplaced. 
1 Crawford Productions was a pioneer of Australian television production and the biggest producer 
of TV drama content between the mid-1960s and mid-1980s. It was also the major trainer of film and 
television workers until the mid-1980s in Victoria. Even into the 1990s, Crawford Productions–
trained crews dominated film and television production in Australia. Training at Crawford 
Productions was seen as the Australian film industry meal-ticket. 
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Introduction 
Whatever is true for space and time, this much is true for place; we are 
immersed in it and could not do without it. To be at all–to exist in any 
way–is to be somewhere, and to be somewhere is to be in some kind of place. 
Place is a requisite as the air we breathe, the ground on which we stand, 
the bodies we have. We are surrounded by places. We walk over and 
through them. We live in places, relate to others in them, die in them. 
Nothing we do is unplaced. How could it be otherwise? How could we fail 
to recognise this primal fact?  
—Edward Casey, The Fate of Place: a philosophical history, p. ix 
The documentary filmmaker’s ‘mark’ 
This thesis is made up of documentary films I have made over the last 15 
years and a written exegesis. The exegesis will elucidate original aspects of 
my filmmaking practice and situate my work in a scholarly context. In so 
doing, I will suggest how my approach to documentary filmmaking applies 
to a general understanding of documentary film. This will be done by 
articulating motivations and interests that connect the films and how they 
manifest as a creative practice.  
The world is full of potential stories for documentary films and the ones 
I am drawn to make are about the connections people have to where they 
live. Documentary filmmaker and teacher Michael Rabiger suggests that 
such a recurring ‘mark’ in a filmmaker’s work is a clue to ‘unfinished 
business’ (Rabiger 2017, p. 19). Unfinished business, he argues, arises from 
formative experiences. I will set out how my ‘unfinished business’ is 
Australian settler-colonial anxiety of belonging and arises from my formative 
years, when I experienced the narrative of Australia that had placed me as 
belonging to this continent begin to unravel in favour of a narrative that I 
was an invader. Yet the Australian continent is still where my place is. This 
paradox of belonging to the Australian continent as a settler-colonial has 
made me curious about belonging and connection and to pursue this 
curiosity in the creative practice of filmmaking. The films I have focused on 
in this thesis are specifically about belonging in the context of settler 
colonialism: The Last Days of Sunlight (2015) and Sisters of the Sun (2012). The 
third film I have included in the thesis, Kotla Walks: Performing Locality (2005), 
shares the themes of belonging and connection, but in the context of urban 
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India. I have included this film because it exemplifies how documentary 
filmmaking becomes entangled in placemaking. 
For me, the choice to explore belonging and connection in documentary 
filmmaking is because filmmaking can be a practice of placemaking and 
capable of addressing settler-colonial anxieties. Tim Cresswell summarises 
the understanding of ‘place’ in the social sciences and cultural studies as the 
‘meaningfulness of space’ (Cresswell 2015, p. 17). The meaningfulness of 
space is what makes us feel secure. Casey argues that ‘no-places’ are 
intolerable and ‘undermining of personal and collective identity, 
immediately inviting the practices of place-fixing and place filling’ (Casey 
2013, p. 6). Michel de Certeau also defines place through a distinction from 
space. Space is a field of possibilities and place is a stabilised idea of that field. 
He then argues that it is stories that ‘organise the play of changing 
relationships between places and spaces’. Stories, he says, ‘carry out the labor 
that constantly transforms places into spaces or spaces into places’ and 
‘every day, they traverse and organise places’ (de Certeau 1988, pp. 118, 
115)1. Emily Potter argues that ‘[n]arrative … is productive of reality, not a 
simple conduit for it’ because the way that place is discussed, debated and 
imagined (what she refers to as various ‘narrative modes’), ‘give shape to 
material ways of relating to and inhabiting place’ (Potter 2019, p. 4). 
However, place is not fixed; it is always emerging, and so the material 
ways of inhabiting space are also what story-making can draw from in the 
continual process of making, remaking and reproducing place. It is in this 
direction, from material practice to story, that documentary filmmaking 
attends. Documentary filmmaking can be particularly reactive and engaged 
in the practices of place because it is undertaken on/at a location—the 
filmmaker’s word for where the vision and audio of a film are recorded (this 
can also be referred to as setting). The choice of a specific location to make a 
documentary film is related to the material practices and to the relationships 
that are visibly present there. Documentary filmmaking mobilises the 
material practices and relationships of localities into narrative forms that 
then feed into the ever-emerging story of a place. Additionally, it contributes 
to the continual emergence of place because, as Paul Carter argues, one of the 
features of creative practice is that ‘the making process issues from and folds 
back into a social relation’ (Carter 2010, p. 19). In documentary filmmaking, 
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the ‘social relation’ is between the location and inhabitants who produce and 
hold its meaning. In the context of settler culture, Deane Williams describes 
the act of filming as an act of settlement: ‘This action transforms the setting 
and in so doing the setting is transformed’ (Williams 2008, p. 142). 
Documentary filmmaking also folds into communal place-fixing and 
related collective identity. Filmmaking is an intention to share performances 
and stories of place to publics wider than those involved in the production. 
As Miriam Hansen argues, cinema is ‘a specifically modern type of public 
sphere’ where ‘individual experience could be articulated and find 
recognition by both subjects and others, including strangers’ (Hansen 1999, 
p. 70). 
Settler colonialism and anxieties of belonging 
I am from an Australian settler-colonial family, a descendant of Anglo-
European migrants who were determined to assert and remake their culture 
on the Australian continent at the expense of the existing inhabitants and 
culture. Settlers are a class of migrants who move onto a territory to remake 
their society, not to join an existing society (Veracini 2010, pp. 2–3). Settler-
colonialism occurs where settlers come to stay and differs from classical 
colonialism, which seeks to exploit a territory for the benefit of the central 
colonising power. What settlers want, and what the colonial power wants, 
are different (Veracini 2010, pp. 96–97; 2011(b), pp. 1–2). A primary feature of 
what settlers want is sovereignty over the territory they move onto and this 
requires the elimination of the native inhabitant’s sovereignty. Settler 
colonialism also seeks to eliminate the distinct culture of native peoples 
(Wolfe 2006). ‘Australian institutions … believed they were there to 
supervise the disappearance, or at best, the submergence, of Aboriginal 
people and their culture’ (Pascoe 2018, p. 179). Settler-colonial strategies to 
achieve this include seeking to define the native culture as being inferior, of 
it not capable of formulating land-inheritance processes; dissolving native 
groupings that may make claims to land through mass murder, removal or 
dispersal, and by seeking to erase native identities and replace them with 
individualism through policies of assimilation (Wolfe 2006). This is a 
disturbing and uncomfortable legacy to have. 
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The Australian identity had been tethered to the idea of Australia as 
British and as a singular narrative of British settlement. This identity was a 
placemaking story of ‘peaceful and productive expansion’ (Elder 2016, p. 
523), ‘an imaginary spectacle [of] an ordered community working hard and 
living peacefully’ (Veracini 2010, p. 75). Settler-colonial placemaking stories 
are ‘concerned to act out the suppression or effacement of the indigene [and] 
it is also concerned to perform the concomitant indigenization of the settler’ 
(Anna Johnston & Alan Lawson, quoted in Veracini 2010, p. 95). For me, 
recognising the problem with the dominant settler-colonial narrative of 
Australia has developed from my parents’ interest in growing native plants 
in the eastern suburbs of Melbourne during the 1960s. This was a 
controversial choice for a gardening culture that replicated the gardening 
practices of where it had migrated from (Boyd 2010, pp. 130-1) and ‘ignored, 
misunderstood and even disliked’ native species (Trigger et al. 2008, p. 1276). 
Introducing real natives to introduced natives revealed an obvious dilemma 
that questioned the settler-colonial attempt at a native identity. I witnessed a 
disquiet and resistance to the idea of native-plant gardens. Gardens, it 
seemed, were more than just about plants. Identity and the basis for 
belonging was deeply tied with the everyday practices of the places we live 
in. 
From the 1970s the Australian settler-colonial assertion of sovereignty 
was being successfully challenged by the Aboriginal land-rights movement. 
For many Australians such as my family, this brought an awareness of the 
contradictions of settler-colonial existence that had hitherto been suppressed. 
Lisa Slater observes that ‘Indigenous autonomy and political will threaten a 
taken-for-granted sense of settler belonging, and a common response is 
anxiety’ (Slater 2018, p. 2). While many Australian settlers had, as Richard 
Windeyer worried in 1844, a ‘whispering in the bottom of our hearts’ 
(Windeyer 2011, p. 194) that Aboriginal people owned the land we were 
claiming sovereignty to, the 1991 High Court of Australia’s Mabo V 
Queensland (Mabo) followed by Wik Peoples v Queensland (Wik) decisions, 
recognising the continuing existence of Aboriginal title to their estates––
Native Title—turned this anxiety into a fear of national fragmentation 
(Howitt 2006). Under the headline ‘Mabo can split the nation’, the Canberra 
Times reported Tim Fischer, the then Leader of the National Party, as 
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warning, ‘Mabo has the capacity to put a brake on Australian investment, 
break the economy and break up Australia’ (Canberra Times 1993). Fischer 
turned the Mabo decision into a de-placing story. 
Many Australians now accept that our homes are built on land that was 
not legitimately acquired. This is also unsettling. Albert Memmi warned that 
for the coloniser who rejects colonisation, ‘It’s not easy to escape mentally 
from a concrete situation, to refuse ideology while continuing to live with its 
actual relationships. From now on, he lives his life under the sign of a 
contradiction which looms at every step, depriving him of all coherence and 
all tranquillity’ (Memmi 1965, p. 20). Fisher was correct that Australia was 
breaking up––the narrative of a coherent, singular neo-European Australian 
identity has broken up. But national narratives needing to change has been 
ever so: Australia as a narrative relies on ‘illusion to be real [and] does not 
exist except in its permanent seeking form’ (Hastrup 2004, p. 230). 
Anxieties of belonging and settler-colonialism in my films 
The settler-colonial context of Kotla Walks is latent. The context exists as my 
curiosity about belonging and connection explored in a place that I had only 
a tourist’s experience of until the opportunity to collaborate with 
anthropologist Sanjay Srivastava. Kotla Walks makes a claim to be a work of 
anthropology through its shared authorship with Srivastava (credited as 
researcher, writer and producer) and it has been distributed by Berkeley 
Media in the US––notable for its catalogue of anthropological and 
ethnographic films. 
Sisters of the Sun, on the other-hand, is a film taking on directly the 
settler-colonial site of conflict in my place, Victoria.  
The Last Days of Sunlight occupies a strange territory for me in relation 
to my settler-colonial anxieties of belonging. The place of Cape York is 
almost as strange and foreign to me as the southern suburbs of Delhi. Indeed, 
it was easier logistically for me to go to Delhi to make a film than get to the 
Cape. Cape York is assumed to be part of Australia but few settler-colonials 
of the populated southern states of Australia have any experience of it. Those 
who have, as encountered often in my time filming on the Cape, travel to it 
as a site of adventure or bird-watching. Few settler-colonial tourists engaged 
with the Cape’s Aboriginal people (in contrast to the necessity to engage 
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with Indians when travelling to India). Cape York was part of Australia in 
my imagination but was not in my experiences of Australia. I was as much of 
an outsider to it as I was in Kotla Mubarakpur. 
The Last Days of Sunlight can be located within a body of Australian 
documentary films made by white filmmakers about Aboriginal people and 
their experiences and also in collaboration with Aboriginal people, many of 
which have been made as ethnographic projects. I do not make a claim that 
The Last Days of Sunlight is an ethnographic or anthropological film, although 
it was made out of an anthropology research project funded by the 
Australian Research Council. My role within the research project was to 
record the interactions and discussion between groups of Lamalama people 
about material from museum collections for later analysis by the project’s 
anthropologists. Peter Loizos’s summary of ethnographic filmmaking in 
Australia notes a significant shift from the 1970s to films being made that 
‘directly serve the interests of the subjects themselves’ (Loizos 1993, p. 171). 
This shift occurred because the filmmakers were not able to stay detached 
from the struggles Aboriginal people faced. Indeed, it was through the 
interest of the Lamalama during the time I was filming on Cape York that the 
possibility and idea of making a documentary film emerged. This interest 
was the placemaking that was required of the Lamalama to regain their 
country and I was co-opted into the task by the leading Lamalama elder, 
Sunlight Bassani. The film emerges out of this engagement with 
placemaking, not the anthropological agenda. 
The Last Days of Sunlight and Sisters of the Sun could be critiqued within 
that milieu of Australian intellectual and cultural production that Phillip 
Morrissey identifies as ‘addressing Aboriginal-settler issues specifically for 
settlers’ (Morrissey 2007, p. 65). This he argues, results in an avoidance of the 
discomfort and anxieties created by recognising the circumstances of 
settlement and its impacts. Lisa Slater, in Anxieties of Belonging in Settler-
Colonialism, explores the ‘self-defensive anxiety’ that ‘good white people’––
and by this she means white people who are concerned about the impact of 
colonisation on Aboriginal Australians––experience when challenged by a 
‘political agenda that questions settlers’ intentions, their willingness to 
relinquish power, to treat Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as 
equals—equals who might have a very different understanding of the 
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problems and the solutions’ (Slater 2019, p. 23). She documents the 
significance of dealing with ‘emotional politics’ in seeking to ‘address the 
legacies of colonialism’ (Slater 2019, p. 129). Aboriginal writers such as Jackie 
Huggins and Aileen Moreton-Robinson point out how often (white) non-
Aboriginal Australian writers and academics perpetuate colonising views of 
Aboriginal people even when they think they are not (Grossman et al. 2003, 
pp. 60–5, 66–80). Settler-colonials speaking among themselves does not 
guarantee an adequate listening to or acceptance of what Aboriginal people 
have to say. It seems more likely to address the emotional legacy of 
colonialism on settlers and of developing new imaginaries to mitigate the 
damage of settlement for the settler, but not for Aboriginal Australians. 
Potter also warns that non-Indigenous storytelling alone cannot re-
narrativise settler-colonial occupation of Australia into something more 
ethical (Potter 2020, p. 147). These issues are a problem and criticism that 
must remain in the forefront of all activity and critiques, where settlers talk 
to settlers. 
Dean Williams argues: ‘Settler culture is a constant, ongoing struggle to 
render the landscape, to give the land and the culture meaning’ (Williams 
2008, p. 142). This is an ‘impetus’ that influences and shapes Australian post–
World War II documentary film. In particular, he argues, referencing the 
work of Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffins and Helen Tiffin, Australian postwar 
documentary shows signs of being caught in an ‘oscillation’ between the 
settler-colonial need to maintain its European inheritance at the same time as 
asserting a difference (Williams 2008, p. 147). Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 
describe this oscillation as a ‘site of conflict’ (quoted in Williams 2008) and 
Veracini describes this as the conflicting tendencies in settler-colonialism, 
one towards European replication, the other towards indigeneity (Veracini 
2010, p. 21).  
The oscillation between a neo-European replication national story and 
one of indigeneity is also detected by Felicity Collins and Therese Davis in 
Australian Cinema After Mabo where they explore ‘aftershocks’ (Collins & 
Davis 2004, p. 75) of the Mabo decision2 on Australian fiction-feature film. 
Mabo overturned not only the legal doctrine of terra nullius, but also the 
narrative dialectic that the idea of the Australian landscape created––an 
alien, empty space awaiting European replication. This is a dialectic where 
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the landscape is the antagonist against which the settlers struggle. With the 
landscape no longer possible to be portrayed as empty, Collins and Davis 
note many post-Mabo films that treat the landscape as a ‘traumatic colonial 
history’ (Collins & Davis 2004, p. 81). But they argue that what is emerging in 
post-Mabo films is a new ‘fantasy’ of an Australian indigeneity where the 
origins of nationhood are to be found in the landscape (Collins & Davis 2004, 
p. 92). 
The conflicting tendency in settler-colonialism between replication and 
indigeneity is constantly unsettling for Australia storytelling; ‘the history of 
white representation in Australia is a history of failure to make the land 
meaningful’ (Williams 2008, p. 142). Reflecting the concerns of many 
intellectual and cultural producers, including myself, Emily Potter calls for 
‘New Imaginaries … that break from a hermetic, colonial vision for non-
indigenous narratives, imaginaries informed by a reorientation of thought 
around time, place and the questions of original’ (Potter 2020, p. 147).  
Some cultural productions of settler-colonials who are concerned to 
change settler-colonial spatial practices inevitably need to be directed 
towards settler-colonials who are not engaged or interested in such concerns. 
Slater points out, drawing from the 2016 State of Reconciliation in Australia 
report, a ‘large body of the [settler-colonial] population remains disinterested 
and unengaged’ (2016, p. 2). To this I would add from personal experience, 
there are also those who are hostile towards addressing the legacies of 
colonisation. For instance, when making Sisters of the Sun, a wealthy farmer 
from Western Victorian said to me, ‘I don’t hold with the Aboriginal stuff’. 
The farmer made this statement with such dismissive force, and without any 
fear of its ridiculousness being challenged, that I took her viewpoint as the 
challenge that Sisters of the Sun needed to take on. I also then began to view 
the importance of The Last Days of Sunlight––as I continued working on it––as 
the challenge of engaging my disengaged and uninterested neighbours to be 
both interested and feel positive about the Lamalama’s repossession of their 
country. My filmmaking practices and interests have shifted from a curiosity 
about belonging and connection, to an active engagement. 
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Documentary placemaking 
For me, place is ever-present in filmmaking as a theme, as a method, and as 
the interest that motivates documentary filmmaking. It was the way that a 
documentary emerges out of location contexts that engaged my interests 
initially. I discovered this through my earliest experiences of documentary 
filmmaking––commissions for governments, corporations and not-for-profit 
organisations. This involved traveling around Australia filming in places of 
work, recreation and home. The people we filmed seemed to me to actively 
want to collaborate and seek recognition for what it was they were doing and 
where they were doing it through the filmmaking. On many of these 
projects, the documentary-making was more than just about the finished film 
for me, as the filmmaker, and for those who participated in the making. 
Overwhelmingly, my experience was that I left the places I had been sent out 
to film in with a sense that the people I had filmed felt validated3. 
I had already understood the potential of film as part of aspiring to 
community identity-making and remaking. It had been one of the main sites 
for the new nationalism of my teenage years. ‘New nationalism’ is a broad 
term used to refer to an interest in Australian identity-making in the late 
1960s and the early 1970s (Pender 2005; Curran & Ward 2010). Australian 
feature filmmaking had been restarted in the early 1970s with government 
funding on the back of an argument that ‘[c]inema and television are, of 
course, amongst the most powerful forces in influencing our national 
character’ (Interim Report of the Film Committee, Australia Council for the Arts 
1969 cited in Moran & O’Regan 1985, p. 171)4. Tim Burstall, who was a 
leading filmmaker in the rebirth of an Australian film industry in the early 
1970s, was a resident of Eltham, the Melbourne suburb where I grew up. He, 
along with other residents who were noted visual artists–theatre makers, 
playwrights, novelists, architects and musicians and who were identified 
with the ‘new nationalism’, were central to Eltham’s unique and distinctive 
identity and the source of communal pride (Marshall 1971). It was through 
them that the place ‘Eltham’ was defined at the time and continues to be part 
of Eltham’s distinctiveness from the neighbouring suburbs. 
I would say that I grew up in an environment where material practices 
of everyday life, from planting shrubs through to building design, education, 
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making feature films—deliberate acts of creative practice especially—were 
expected to be expressions of identity, values and relationships that were 
shared and connected to community through the place in which there were 
enacted. Then the early experiences I had in making documentary films for 
others revealed to me that the act of making a documentary engaged people 
in expressing who they were and that this was linked to the location they 
inhabited. 
Place in documentary theory 
A focus on placemaking in documentary filmmaking and considering 
documentary as a placemaking activity gives somewhat of a novel 
perspective in documentary studies. Indeed, Casey observes that ‘place-talk 
has been bypassed or forgotten for the most part, mainly because place has 
been subordinated to other terms taken as putative absolutes’ (Casey 201, p. 
x). For the theorising of documentary films, these terms have been reality and 
truth. Conventionally, theorising documentary film has been about ‘its 
replication of the real’ and so as a consequence, ‘the aim and effect of 
documentary practices must be truth’ (Renov 1993, pp. 14, 25). But this is a 
focus on documentary in the act of viewing and risks detaching 
documentary from the world it emerges out of, a ‘dematerialisation of 
thought from the matrix of its production’ (Carter 2010, p. 16). As Casey 
argues, ‘Nothing we do is unplaced’ (Casey 2013, p. ix). Considering place in 
documentary filmmaking situates documentary in the world it emerges out 
of: a world of imaginings, subjectivities and interests. 
The significance of place was recognised by documentary film’s 
foundational theorist, Scottish political scientist John Grierson, in his First 
Principles of Documentary. Grierson argues that ‘Documentary must master its 
material on the spot … the story must be taken from the location, and that it 
should be … the essential story of the location’ (Grierson 1946(a), p. 81). 
Documentary films are made somewhere, in some location. Here is found 
what matters to people and the material to make a film out of what matters is 
collected (Ellis 2000, p. 358). As a political scientist, Grierson was concerned 
with the state of modern communities and so was, through the idea of 
documentary film, proposing a method of social development (Aitken 1990, 
p. 168; Tallents 1946, p. 57; Hardy 1946, p. 180). For Grierson, the place of 
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modern communities was the Nation-State. Grierson’s First Principles offer a 
way in which what matters to people as registered in the material practices 
and relationships at a local level, can fold back into broader communal 
imaginings such as Nation-State places. This investment of what matters at a 
local level into the imagining of a larger placemaking is an intention of 
Grierson’s foundational theory that is somewhat lost in concerns for reality 
and truth, concerns that have created a theoretical dissatisfaction with the 
idea of documentary film. Considering place as the interest of documentary 
film sidesteps such concerns. 
The focus on reality and truth has led to the critique that documentary 
film is in a ‘parlous state’, and that it is a ‘species of cognitive dissonance’ 
(Winston et al. 2017, p. 21). John Corner suggests that documentary is a 
‘theoretical conundrum’, arguing that the idea contains ‘essential 
dishonesties, perceptual but also cognitive’ (Corner 2000, p. 682). This 
criticism arises because neither the photographic apparatus nor the creative 
practices of documentary filmmaking survive a test of the objectivity argued 
to be required for documentaries to be ‘truthful’. The very idea of truth has 
also been challenged in the ‘epistemological move to postmodernism … that 
problematises objectivity’ (Winston 1993, p. 53). 
Discussions about documentary film continue to be framed by a 
critique that it is theoretically flawed; for instance, Korean academic Won-
Leep Moon begins a recent article with ‘… my aim in this paper is to show 
that the current conception of documentary is confused, that there is an 
inconsistency in the concept’ (Moon 2018). This continued theoretical 
dissatisfaction brings to mind Paul Carter’s example of what can happen 
when interest is not considered. He argues that Edmund Husserl found the 
‘historical transmission and development of geometry …. paradoxical’ 
because he had left out the ‘interest that drove its invention and re-invention’ 
(Carter 2010, p. 19). The theorising of documentary film that results in such 
negative critique broadly argues that the interest of documentary is truth. 
But, argues Carter, quoting Alfred Whitehead, ‘[i]n the real world it is more 
important that a proposition be interesting than that it be true. The 
importance of truth is, that it adds to interest’ (quoted in Carter 2010, pp. 17–
18). If the documentary purpose is to provide ‘truth’, what then is the interest 
that it adds to? This interest is the business of placemaking. 
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Documentary interest 
This exegesis will argue, drawing from my documentary-filmmaking 
practice, that the interest documentary filmmaking serves is placemaking. 
Leading documentary theorist Bill Nichols has posited that documentary’s 
interest is power. He argues that the idea of documentary film shares a 
kinship with ‘discourses of sobriety … these systems assume [that] they can 
and should alter the world itself, [that] they can effect action and entail 
consequences [that t]hey are vehicles of domination’ (Nichols 1991, p. 4). 
Indeed, Grierson’s aims for documentary film were to alter the world, 
but there is a difference in the way that placemaking alters the world to the 
way that something ‘objective’ makes claims to alter the world. The 
perspectives on documentary film provided by writers in seminal work—
such as Brian Winston in The Documentary as Scientific Inscription and Phillip 
Rosen in Document and Documentary: On the Persistence of Historical Concepts—
are (over)determined by the word ‘document’. (Grierson had expressed 
dissatisfaction with the project’s name and begins First Principles of 
Documentary with ‘Documentary is a clumsy word, but let it stand’ (Grierson 
1946a, p. 78).)5 Their reasoning follows from the implications of the status of 
what is documented in documentary film. In both cases, this leads to a 
critique of documentary film as basing its claims to alter the world on types 
of objective reality; indexing an objective (scientific) or original (historical 
document) reality. 
Won-Leep Moon describes the types of reality that Winston and Rosen 
identify through their reasoning as a concept of ‘a perfect information-
conveyance’ reality (Moon 2018, p. 46). This is an evaluation of the veracity 
of the film extracted from its context and based on an objective test of 
whether it is objective. But he argues that documentary realism creates ‘the 
feeling of real seeing, not the thought (right or wrong) of real seeing’ (Moon 
2018, p. 45), and so offers an alternative ‘experience-conveyance’ reality. This 
is a reality where the veracity of the film’s content is based on whether the 
audience finds it authentic to their experiences of the world. I would add that 
also part of documentary realism are the narrative structures that are made 
by representations. 
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Nichols argues documentary authenticity from the perspective of the 
visual and aural contents of a finished film. Here the emphasis is on how the 
audience recognises and interprets what is represented––what Nichols 
describes as its ‘historical specificity’ (Nichols 91, p. 160). But documentary 
films construct representations in relationships to produce narrative 
structures. Individual shots are chosen on the basis of how they sum. Shot A 
is juxtaposed with shot B to produce meaning C. Audiences are making 
meaning through the summing of representations not in individual 
representations alone. These structures are the active presence of the film. 
They can only exist in the audience’s imagination when the audience is 
watching a film. This then opens an alternative for what is experienced as a 
film’s authenticity. Rather than this being a matter of the audience’s 
recognition of the historical specificities of what is represented, the 
imaginaries created by the summing must also be experienced as authentic. 
This is an experience about the here and now, what Jennifer Deger describes 
as ‘the moment in which perception, memory and imagination merge to re-
cognise something new, something more than that which is already known’ 
(Deger 2006 p.199) 
The idea of an experience-conveyance reality opens the door to 
understanding the way documentary filmmaking effects action by ordering 
place and space through making stories. De Certeau argues that place is a 
subjective experience. He begins by pointing out that ‘there are as many 
spaces as there are distinct spatial experiences’. Place, then, as the meaning 
inhabitants of localities make of that locality, ‘precedes’ a differentiation 
between what is in ‘dreams and perception’ and ‘situated by desire’, and 
what is ‘outside’ of subjective experience (de Certeau 1988, p. 117). Margaret 
Somerville also describes place as a ‘metaphysical imaginary’ (Somerville 
2010, p. 331); Howitt describes it as ‘social and geographical imaginaries’ 
(Howitt 2006, p. 49), and Veracini as a matter of fantasy and imagination 
(Veracini 2010, p. 76). From anthropologist Kirsten Hastrup, we can add that 
‘imagination [is] part and parcel of realizing particular (visions of) social 
spaces’ (Hastrup 2004, p. 230). Documentary realism, then, is competent and 
relevant to the imaginary and subjective experience of location meaning-
making. The need to make spaces meaningful provides a basis on which 
documentary authenticity is realised. 
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An interest in placemaking by documentary film is also detectable in 
other theorising of documentary film such as in Michael Renov’s poetics of 
documentary. He posits four ‘tendencies’ that ‘operate as modalities of 
desire, impulsions which fuel documentary discourse’ (Renov 1993, p. 22). 
These are: ‘to record, reveal or preserve; to persuade or promote; to analyze 
or interrogate; to express’ (Renov 1993, p. 21). For an example of the 
preservation tendency, Renov offers Walter Baldwin Spencer’s use of the 
cinecamera to record Australian Aboriginal ceremonies at the beginning of 
the 20th century. Spencer’s work reflects the European ethnocentricity of his 
time. Spencer was ‘pursuing the origins of his society among Australian 
Aboriginals’ (Stocking 1992, p. 399), an evolutionist project of the 19th and 
early 20th centuries that worked to ‘fix Aborigines at the bottom of the 
evolutionary scale’ (Rose 2001, p. 252). Spencer’s work reflects two of the 
dominant ideas of settler-colonial placemaking in Australia. The first is a 
belief in the superiority of Europeans and the second is the notion of the 
inevitability that Aboriginal people were doomed and would disappear 
because they were evolutionarily inferior (Bradley et al. 2014, p. 54)6. 
‘Preserving’ Aboriginal culture in this context can be understood as a 
placemaking story that served settler-colonial aspirations for sovereignty 
over Australia. 
My discussion of documentary-film practice sidesteps debates around 
‘truth’ and the ‘real’. Instead, I explore where and how documentary 
filmmaking is involved in placemaking. Grierson’s First Principles of 
Documentary is a guideline for filmmaking, and so it is from this perspective 
that this exegesis considers documentary film. I will argue that considering 
documentary filmmaking as a practice of placemaking will refocus a 
discussion of documentary filmmaking towards the interest that continues to 
make it a meaningful pursuit, an interest that is also embedded in the 
structure of film narrative. In this I am taking up Brian Winston’s invitation 
for ‘abandoning the claim to evidence, excising scientific legitimations and 
returning to the unambiguous Griersonian privileging of art over science’ 
(Winston 1995, p. 56). Winston generously offers a leap from political theory 
to creative practice for indeed Grierson’s ideas can be appreciated as a 
creative manifesto––he describes his first principles as a ‘modest manifesto of 
beliefs’ (Hardy 1946, p. 80). Carter argues that ‘[t]he impulse to make or 
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invent something stems from a growing sensation of silence, of loss, lack, 
incoherence or absence’ (Carter 2010, p. 21). In this, we can understand 
Grierson’s leap from theory to creative practice as a search for a way of 
addressing his concerns with ‘the meagre content of community life 
everywhere’ (Tallents 1946, p. 57). Whatever flaws exist in his writing for 
theorising, his First Principles articulated the importance of place in 
documentary filmmaking. 
The spatial dialectic of documentary films 
In a recent publication, Film and Spatiality: Outline of a New Empiricism, 
Hallam and Roberts argue that there has been some movement in cinema 
studies towards investigating film as a spatial practice and outline five 
thematic areas through which they have detected a ‘spatial turn’ in cinema 
studies. The second of these thematic areas they identify is ‘film as various 
forms of spatial practice’. To explore this theme, the authors ask the questions: 
‘What role do moving images play in the social and political production of 
space?’ and ‘What are the spatial dialectics of film?’ (Hallam & Roberts 2013, 
p. 11). The authors then seek to find answers to these questions by exploring 
ways in which data on various aspects of film activity, including production, 
can be mapped. But these questions are relevant to the practice of 
documentary filmmaking and my thesis will provide some answers to them. 
I can describe my filmmaking practice as a spatial practice that plays a role in 
the social and political production of space. 
I will explain documentary film narrative as a spatial dialectic that I 
will refer to as ‘Home’ and ‘Away’. In the exegesis, I will capitalise these 
words when using them in reference to this narrative concept so as to make a 
distinction from a normal use of them. This dialectical formation is reflected 
in the spatial imaginaries of here and somewhere-else that the residents of 
Kotla Mubarakpur lived between. Here was Home that they wanted to 
escape from but needed for security and somewhere-else was the Away that 
offered freedom but did not seem obtainable. The general arc of a story that 
this spatial dialectic causes is of a protagonist whose current Home 
circumstances are unsatisfactory in some way. This unsatisfactory Home 
state is resolved by the protagonist going Away where there is instability 
that causes a change that then leads to a remake of Home as its ideal state. 
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The ideal state of Home is a place of community with which the protagonist 
is in harmony. Salman Rushdie captured the significance of the narrative 
spatial dialectic of Home and Away when he wrote: ‘among the great 
struggles of man – good/evil, reason/unreason, etc. – there is also this 
mighty conflict between the fantasy of Home and the fantasy of Away, the 
dream of roots and the mirage of the journey’ (Rushdie 2000, p. 55). The ‘real’ 
that is active in documentary film is not a representation of the historical 
world through the photographic image, but an ‘experience-conveyance’ in all 
its subjectivity, metaphysical imaginariness and fantasy of Home and Away. 
Settler-colonials are no less caught in the back and forth between Home 
and Away than the residents of Kotla. This is a condition of postcolonialism. 
The settler-colonial’s unsettled sense of belonging arises because of the 
attempts to make Home—the ideal state of a place of community––in 
circumstances of Away. In this context, Away––the land of settlement—was 
offered to migrants as an escape from the circumstances of their existing 
home. To achieve this idea of Home, a narrative that denied and disavowed 
the violent and damaging circumstances and legacies of settlement, and also 
suppressed what existed before settlement, needed to be invented. This 
narrative is not able to maintain the suppression and disavowal. Postcolonial 
narratives of place are inherently unstable, not only because they are 
dishonest and what they have sought to suppress has been revealed (as 
growing native plants helped achieve), but because the modernity that 
colonialism and postcolonialism are part of continually destabilises Home.  
Documentary filmmaking is a practice of modernity. It is a local-
materially engagement that provides the opportunity for readjusting, 
recalibrating and exploring alternative meanings for placemaking. 
Documentary filmmaking contributes to the stabilising of space into place. 
Recognising the significance of place in documentary-filmmaking practice is 
also productive because it provides an opportunity to rethink foundational 
ideas about documentary film away from being unsatisfactory theory and 
towards a teleology of documentary-filmmaking practice. 
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Methodology and Methods 
The methodology of my thesis can be characterised as creative practice-
based. In describing this as practice-based I am using Linda Candy’s 
distinction of research that is the combination of creative artefact and writing 
rather than practice-led, where creative work is undertaken but a finished 
artefact is not necessarily included in the thesis. As a practice-based thesis I 
present here some creative artefacts—films—which have been how I have 
investigated documentary filmmaking and how it relates to the world it is 
part of. The films are not supported by the exegesis; they stand in dialogue 
with the exegesis to form my thesis. The films that comprise the thesis are a 
body of work united through the ideas discussed in the exegesis, but they 
each have a different ‘pre-project stage’ (Scrivener & Chapman 2004) of 
formulation. They are iterations of my ‘mark’ in differing contexts, each with 
different circumstances of ‘conditions of invention’ (Carter 2010, p. 21). The 
writing of the exegesis has then allowed an attempt at coherently connecting 
the ideas and insights that have been made across this body of work. This 
connecting has been done through deductive reasoning, but it remains the 
work of making films that has shaped my thinking and determined the 
direction of this written work, and also where I have ‘proved’ ideas and 
arguments that will be made in words in the exegesis. 
There is then, within my creative practice-based methodology, a 
method of filmmaking and a method of writing. Filmmaking work is for me 
a form of engagement with, and consciousness of, the world and self. 
Creative practice is also not something just driven from outside; ‘creative 
artists invent the modalities of doing, by doing’ (Angelino 2018, p. 209). 
During my various acts of filmmaking, ideas and thoughts float around on 
the periphery of consciousness, some to be drawn into the centre either by 
their relevance to progressing a project or because of their relationship to 
other projects or to the theories that I have engaged with in the formation 
stage of filmmaking. American observational filmmaker Fred Wiseman 
describes this as a ‘conversation with yourself’ (Cinéma Vérité: Defining the 
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Moment 1999, 1:19:00). It is the ideas that have recurringly arrived in the 
centre of consciousness that I have brought together in the exegesis. 
The ideas and themes that I write about in the exegesis attend to my 
impulse to invent––what motivates my creative practice. The discussion of 
my work is not so much on film form and style. All films share form and 
documentary film form is constrained by many conventions such as shot 
framings, narrative structure and ethical treatment of participants, among 
others. The application of form and the development of style are outcomes of 
the invention and creativity of filmmaking-–the afterward. When form and 
style exist, the creativity is done. Form and style do not explain how and 
why. The invention and creativity is in the ‘back and forth’ across a ‘terrain 
[of a] dense network of paths or unconscious wishes’ (Carter 2010, p. 22), or 
as Wiseman says ‘it comes out in the fiddle’ (Cinéma Vérité: Defining the 
Moment 1999, 1:20:35). What I have set out in the exegesis are crucial ideas 
and themes of my internal conversations—what I have been ‘fiddling’ with. 
What to begin with is part of the conditions of creative practice-based 
research activities in which ‘both the attitude of the artist and the social 
context (the project) emerges – a formation stage (Carter 2010, p. 21). 
For me, the act of invention in documentary filmmaking is in the 
sensing, assessment and decision-making moment that leads to an 
application of technique. To provide a model to assist in explaining my 
filmmaking method, I will use the term ‘technique’ to refer to the operation 
of camera and microphones to record events suitable to be edited into a film, 
and then the way that shots are ordered in editing to tell stories. In so doing I 
would not want to imply that technique is separate from intentions and 
motivations. In proposing that placemaking is the teleology of documentary, 
I have acknowledged the importance of audiovisual recordings so that the 
technique through which they are made is crucial. But it is necessary and 
possible to practise technique separately to a specific project so that it can be 
deployed effectively at the moment it is required. Sometimes this is a 
moment that is so sudden, quick or multi-layered that not all of the process is 
a conscious one. Carter, by highlighting the importance of the attitude and 
context in which an artist formulates practice-based research, registers that 
this can be understood more broadly than a limited pre-project preparation. 
Attitude and social context broaden out to wider experience and so include 
 SJ Wilmot  Between Home and Away: Documentary Filmmaking as a Placemaking Practice 19 
what Rabinger identifies as the maker’s ‘mark’. The formulation stage for 
filmmaking must achieve an internalising so that what is sensed, assessed 
and the decisions leading to technique can be made at the edge of 
consciousness in the moment of need. This is what Michael Polyani identifies 
as ‘tacit knowing’. Neuroscientist Antonio Damasio argues that this edge of 
consciousness or the ‘threshold that separates being from knowing’ is where 
‘feelings’ are poised (Damsio 1999, p. 43). So, in the model of my method, the 
formulation stage of filmmaking (including the wider life experience in 
which a filmmaker’s ‘mark’ occurs) involves a disciplining of affective 
responses to produce filmmaking outcomes.  
Sensing the world, assessing possibilities and then making a decision 
that leads to the application of technique happen on location and in editing 
rooms, but the work on location is deterministic. I cannot edit what has not 
been filmed. What is in a finished film is inseparable from the material 
practices and relationships found at locations. It is also on location where 
Carter’s second condition of invention occurs, the ‘articulat[ion of] the 
discursive and plastic intelligence of materials’ (Carter 2010, p. 21). I would 
describe my documentary filmmaking materials as cameras and 
microphones, as well as those things that constitute place such as time, light, 
sound, relationships, emotions (affect), intentions and motivations, ideas and 
concepts. Part of the ‘intelligence’ of cameras and microphones is a 
responsiveness to the materials of place. This is both a restrictive 
intelligence—such as the technical system needed for adequate levels of light 
and sound; creative limitations such as framing which involves choices to 
exclude parts of the world—and an enabling intelligence such as the 
technical system’s responsiveness to record events as they happen––unlike 
creative forms such as drawing. Correspondingly, this exegesis focuses on 
the materials of intentions, motivations, ideas and concepts of the back and 
forth. What is discussed in the exegesis are not theories and ideas that are 
associated with the films or outside the films; they are the ideas that have 
determined what I have done in the editing room. 
First and foremost, my filmmaking uses the principle of making the 
story from the location—of ‘mastering the material on the spot’. This is a key 
point of discussion across the exegesis. This practice involves a technique 
using no pre-written scripts or scenarios, those instruments that seek control 
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over what action is to be filmed. But it also involves the use of a technique 
that is perhaps the most sensitive to location and what matters to 
participants as it unfolds. I work as a director-cinematographer using an 
approach that could be defined as cinema-vérité. This style involves 
interventions but seeks not to control the outcome of the interventions 
(Barnouw 1993, pp. 254–5)7. Cinema-vérité interventions are strategies such 
as interviews or setting up a situation. I also use the observational mode to 
generate material. This is where the filmmaker is reactive to what is 
happening and does not intervene with questions or attempt to direct or 
influence action (Corner 1996, p. 28; Nichols 1991, pp. 38–9)8. The strategy is 
typically understood as filming events that would have happened whether 
the filmmaker was present or not. There are instances in my filmmaking 
where the impact of the presence of filmmaking is irrelevant to what has 
been recorded, but I also apply observational techniques to situations that 
are only occurring for the filmmaking and where the filmmaking is being 
used as a platform for performances through which place is (re)made.  
For instance, in Kotla Walks: Performing Locality, the set-up was to follow 
the anthropologist into a locality and to film his interactions with his 
informants. The most important action in the film, the exchanges between 
the informants––particularly between married couple Sarita and Raman 
Bhardwaj—only occur because of the presence of the anthropologist and the 
camera and I operate in reaction to what Raman and Sarita do and say. In The 
Last Days of Sunlight, Sunlight Bassani’s invitation for me to travel to Cape 
York and film as part of a research project into the relationship between a 
source community and the material collected from them in museums9, led 
him and others to initiate activities for filming. Again, I react to what it is 
they have organised. 
My use of cinema-vérité and observational methods of filmmaking is 
not about a claim of objectivity or representational accuracy. I use it to be 
responsive to what is happening at the locations where I am working. 
Working in vérité and particularly in observational modes, I put myself into 
situations where I need to improvise. Eliot Weinberger suggests in The 
Camera People that observational filmmaking is like the surrealist aesthetic of 
‘chance, improvisation and the found object’ (Weinberger 1996, p. 160). I 
accept his suggestion that improvisation is involved, but not the implication 
 SJ Wilmot  Between Home and Away: Documentary Filmmaking as a Placemaking Practice 21 
of randomness. Derek Bailey in his survey of improvisation across a wide 
range of musical styles reports that musical improvisers object to the 
implication that improvisation is ‘something without preparation and 
without consideration, a completely ad hoc activity’ and instead they ‘know 
that there is no musical activity which requires greater skill and devotion, 
preparation, training and commitment’ (Bailey 1980, pp. 5, 129). This, I 
would argue, is true of observational filmmaking. Lucia Angelino, in 
considering musical improvisation in the context of intention theory, 
observes that: 
… improvisation never starts from scratch. There is always a background 
upon which improvisation takes place: a background of pre-existing 
forms and shaped materials that are worked out and re-shaped in new or 
different ways, as well as a set of projective anticipations and intuitions 
that opens a horizon of possibilities … which is inseparable from … 
experience both present and past. (Angelino 2018, p. 209) 
The notion of ‘projective anticipations’ is relevant to observational 
filmmaking. A decision to film or not involves an assessment of the relevance 
of the action that is about to begin or has begun. In other words, it’s a 
projection or anticipation of relevance. Observational and vérité filmmakers 
need to make reasoned judgements that what is about to happen—the 
future—will be productive for a film. Documentary film narratives have 
specific requirements that will not be fulfilled by mere chance. While 
documentary films are spoken of as ‘realities ... necessarily from a past’ 
(Rosen 1993, p. 60), the making of observational documentary films involves 
anticipating what might happen in the future. The reasoned judgement, 
sometimes made tacitly or from the edge of consciousness as a ‘tamed’ 
affective response, is drawn from the formulation stage of a project. 
Improvisation is also open to the influence of technique. Working as the 
director/cinematographer is a bodily involvement in a specific locality, using 
my body and its sensing system to respond and interact in place as it is 
performed. Whatever thinking, tacit or otherwise, is at play, it must result in 
a physical response in the operation of the camera. That is, to move to a 
position to achieve a certain framing of action, to adjust camera controls, to 
readjust in reaction to action. So, techniques, which have been practised and 
internalised, are ‘things to think with’ and ‘engines to stimulate ideas and 
further plans’ (Angelino 2018, p. 219). This brings the history and 
conventions of filmmaking as they are embedded in the practised techniques, 
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including how these inscribe narrative and storytelling, into the moment of 
the performance. 
This thinking with technique, and also the anticipation of relevance, is 
about being sensitive and open to what is happening at locations. This is the 
inseparableness of improvisation from the present. This is perhaps the most 
significant reason for the observational technique. The technique is 
dependent on what is happening and about to happen. This means that the 
filmmaker must be alert to and focused on the intentions and motivations of 
those who could be filmed. To be in this moment and to perform with the 
camera is what I would describe as ‘mastering of the material on the spot’. 
This is the moment when place is inscribed in the camera and sound-
recording apparatus. 
The focuses of the three chapters of this exegesis and the way they 
combine also reflect my filmmaking. As a filmmaker, an important way of 
making meaning is through what is called ‘montage theory’. This is the 
juxtaposing of different shots. The model is that shot A cut with shot B 
creates a meaning that is not evident in A or B and is something new, C. I 
tend towards writing similarly. It has been a challenge to change the habit of 
montage and to write in an expositive manner that seeks to unambiguously 
explain what is in A and what is in B, that can only mean C. I have at times a 
tendency to leave a gap such as between two frames in a film strip. There is a 
certain thrill involved in abandoning a shot to a collision with an incoming 
shot, which is hard to give up. 
Chapter One of the exegesis is a reflection on the postcolonial 
circumstances in which my filmmaker’s mark arises. It also explains how I 
understand the placemaking potential of local material practices. This 
material practice was my parents’ interest in creating a garden of Australian 
native plants. This challenged the neo-European replication idea of Australia 
in the neighbourhoods I grew up in, creating the opportunity for me to 
comprehend the denied and disavowed conditions of settler-colonialism 
from which I benefit. This practice also revealed to me how the interests of 
people at a local level can grow to influence a wider politics. 
Chapter Two draws from the making of The Last Days of Sunlight to 
describe documentary filmmaking folding back into place, and also the 
spatial dialectics of film narratives in a postcolonial context. I apply the 
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narrative concepts of Home and Away to elucidate the relationship between 
narrative and placemaking. 
Chapter 3 explores further the postcolonial spatial dialectics of film 
narratives and how Sisters of the Sun emerges as a counterpoint to the 
disavowals and denials of previous Australian placemaking. I argue that the 
conditions of settler-colonial placemaking are caught in the paradox of 
modernity where, in its offer of individual freedom, it produces yearnings 
for communal harmony. This is also the conditions in which documentary 
film arises. In applying film narrative patterns to where place is destabalised, 
documentary film offers the hope that this paradox can be resolved. 
 
At this point, I recommend that the films presented—Kotla Walks: 
Performing Locality, The Last Days of Sunlight and Sisters of the Sun—are 
watched.
1 The tendency of film stories, fiction and documentary, is towards a stabilisation of space and 
transformation into place. Therefore, in this exegesis, I will use the word ‘place’ in preference to 
‘space’ in discussing the way stories are at work in locations. 
2 The 1992 Mabo v Queensland was a case before the High Court of Australia brought by Indigenous 
landowner Eddie Mabo that challenged the legal fiction of terra nullus on which the British 
colonisers claimed sovereignty of the Australian continent and surrounding islands. The High Court 
of Australia found that Mr Mabo’s owned the land he claimed under customary law. This decision 
opened the door to the formal recognition of traditional Aboriginal ownership of land and a new 
legal principle called ‘native title’. 
3 This was in the years 1986 to 1990 and predated the ubiquity of video-capable cameras and the 
social-media platforms in which videos can be circulated and shared. 
4 The ‘revival of the Australian feature film industry’ refers to government-supported feature film 
production growth in the 1970s. From the 1920s Australian cinemas were predominantly owned by 
international interests who favoured their productions over local content and so made it nigh 
impossible for Australian filmmakers to access screens and, as a consequence, raise investment (Pike 
1980; Moran & O’Regan 1985; Dermody & Jacka 1987; Pike & Cooper 1998). Tom O’Reagan notes 
that ‘local feature production[had] became disenfranchised from the central institutions of cinema 
by the late 1940s’ (O’Regan 1987). In 1958, TM Fitzgerald, founder and editor of the opinion journal 
Nation, writing under the name Tom Weir, wrote, ‘It is typical of the under-developed personality of 
our people that we have practically no indigenous films. …. The daydreams we get from celluloid are 
not Australian daydreams. Our kingdom is not of this world’ (Weir 1985, p. 145). In 1970, in response 
to a clamour for government support for feature filmmaking, the Federal Liberal Government, led by 
Prime Minister John Gorton, created Australia’s first government fund to invest in private 
filmmaking. This was the Experimental Filmmakers Fund. The first commercially released feature film 
produced with investment from this fund was Tim Burstall’s Stork and its commercial success paved 
the way for what has been described as the Australian feature film revival. Burstall observed that 
Stork coincided with the new nationalism (Murray 1979).  
5 John Corner in a 2007 article, ‘Documentary expression and the physicality of the referent: 
observations on writing, painting and photography’ frames his investigation and discussion around 
the word ‘document’, seeking a ‘richer as well as broader sense of documentation’ (his emphasis; 
Studies in Documentary Film vol. 1, no. 1, doi:10.1386/sdf1.1.5/1, pp. 5–19. 
6 For instance, he would privilege his ignorance over Aboriginal people’s knowledge, even though all 
of the biological specimens he ‘collected’ on his expeditions were really collected by his Aboriginal 
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guides and informants—specimens that are a significant part of the Museum of Victoria’s zoological 
reference collections and that remain attributed to only him. In a chapter on mammals published as 
part of the report on the Horn expedition of the early 1890s, he writes, ‘but black’s statements on 
matters of nature and other history must be accepted with reserve’. He was doubting his informant’s 
observations that male phascologales never live with females when they have a litter. This has been 
subsequently accepted as correct (quote from WB Spencer’s ‘Mammalia’ from Report on the Horn 
Expedition to Central Australia - Part 2, Zoology, Feb. 1996, p. 19). 
7 Some theorists such as John Corner in his ‘Modalities of documentary language’ collapse 
observational and vérité into the one style (Corner 1996, p. 28). Nichols, on the other hand, supports 
the preservation of a distinction between the two (Nichols 1991, pp. 38-9). 
8 Also see MacDougall 1998, pp. 125-39 for an excellent discussion of observational style in the 
context of anthropology and the social sciences. 
9 This was an ARC-funded Linkage project: LP0667418 ‘Oral Tradition, Memory and Social Change: 
Indigenous Participation in the Curation and Use of Museum Collections’. 
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CHAPTER 1 
Making the filmmaker’s mark 
In this chapter I will discuss the emergence of my ‘mark’ and the social and 
political context from which it arises and that I see myself as continuing to 
work within. My ‘unfinished business’ is the paradox that emerges from 
rejecting the conditions of settler-colonialism, but continuing to benefit from 
being a settler-colonial. Awareness of the idea of Australia as a suppression 
of the circumstances of settlement emerged for me through my parents’ 
interest in growing Australian native plants. Growing native plants seemed 
to puncture the barriers that settler-colonialism creates to protect itself from 
self-recognition as invader. This then began a journey of discovery of the 
disavowed and suppressed history of Australian settlement and the 
continuing processes of invasion––an unsettling history. The lesson that 
growing native plants taught me was that material practices at a local level 
fold back into the way place meaning is made and can shape a wider politics. 
The story of Victoria’s native-plant movement that involved my parents 
is about how localised material practices are part of the continual emergence 
of place. My parents, like many of their contemporaries, were not choosing to 
grow plants to challenge settler-colonial emplacement. Their choice of plants 
came from a curiosity about them. The activity of planting is the generative 
action in this story that causes the production of new knowledges and 
experiences that then begin to reshape what constitutes Australian-ness for 
these gardeners. 
The British (neo-European) narrative of Australia begins to change 
My interest in place and film begins in my formative years in the 1970s in the 
eastern suburbs of Melbourne. There is a direct relationship between the 
awakening of my consciousness and the purposes, themes, form and styles of 
my creative practice. In my early teenage years, making a film became the 
most interesting thing I could comprehend doing. Grasping film as a practice 
happened in the context of learning that art and culture-making could have a 
social and political purpose. The purpose and theme of such making that 
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dominated my world around this time was the Australian ‘new nationalism’ 
(Pender 2005; Curran & Ward 2010). I was coming of age while Australia 
was, in Barry Humphries’ words, ‘endlessly coming of age’ (Barry Humphries 
Flashbacks 1998). 
Even though I was at primary school in the late 1960s and very early 
1970s and so had no awareness of the world before these years, the notion of 
the world being changed was represented for me by the differences between 
the houses, gardens and neighbourhoods I was living in. Beyond these 
enclosed worlds, I learnt through TV, radio and conversations between 
adults that there was a new Australia emerging. When I got to secondary 
school in 1973, I was signed up to this project and keen to play my part. 
However, although Curran and Ward include the notion of a ‘maturing’ in 
their discussion of the new nationalism of the late 1960s and early 1970s, they 
argue that it is not an adequate explanation and does not account for the 
external forces at work on Australia at the time. Instead, they argue that new 
nationalism was an outward-looking response by Australia to Britain losing 
its empire and shifting primary relationship to Europe (Curran & Ward 2010, 
pp. 4, 7–16, 23). Consequentially, this reorientation by Britain meant that the 
narrative and the symbols of a British-connected Australian nation were 
emptied. This change was shared by Canada and New Zealand, who also 
pursued a new nationalism through this time.  
Curran and Ward document and discuss the pursuit of an independent, 
non-British Australia. They focus on the ideas and writings of public 
intellectuals and politicians, and policy and legislative changes of 
government, a ‘reading-formation’ of national identity making as Srivastava 
would have it. This discussion reveals what Paul Carter argues to be the 
making of an ‘Imperial History’ that creates a historical narrative of causes 
and effects, ordering the world according to its own need to construct a self-
justifying logic of ‘the emergence of order from chaos’ (Carter 1987, p. xvi). 
Curran and Ward propose new nationalism as a search for order from the 
chaos of Australia’s changed external relations post-World War II. This 
provides a context in which to situate and interpret various kinds of 
placemaking and possibly also changed the meaning of some placemaking in 
Australia. For instance, filmmaker Tim Burstall observed of the campaign to 
revive an Australian feature film industry: ‘around the end of 1970 the whole 
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atmosphere seemed to change. It had something to do with Gortonism, a 
new nationalism, the cultural identity thing emerging’ (quoted in Murray 
1979). Donald Horne had applied the term ‘new nationalism’ to Liberal 
Prime Minister John Gorton for ‘identifying himself with a nationalistic 
spirit’ (quoted in Curran & Ward 2010, p. 5) and it was under Gorton’s prime 
ministership that the first federal government funding for filmmaking was 
made available. However, the film industry had sought both federal and 
state government help as far back as the 1920s. The cause of this was the 
purchase of cinemas by American interests, which led to Australian feature 
filmmakers’ access to Australian audiences being blocked. As early as 1919 
the idea that ‘real Australian’ films would bring ‘national respect’ was being 
championed (unsigned article in The Picture Show, November 1919, reprinted 
in Moran & O’Regan 1985, pp. 21–3). 
Not all of the search for an Australian distinctiveness through the 1960s 
and 1970s can be explained by the collapse of the British Empire or a search 
for the Australian destiny. Deborah Massy notes that locating causality in a 
global context, as is the argument that new nationalism is caused by changes 
to Australia’s external relations, risks ‘robbing places in a certain measure of 
their individual specificity’ (Massey 2013, p. 117). Further, the focus on a 
specific set of ideas, coming from public intellectuals, politicians and in 
public policy, also posits change as a centralising system seeking cohesion 
(Rose 1998(b), p. 293) and so misses the significance of initiatives that arise 
outside centres, in differing localities, not seeking cohesion, but have a role in 
social change (Somerville et al. 2009, p. 6). Middle-class suburban Australians 
were interested in changes and policies to make their local experiences of 
urban life better (McDougall 2015, p. 33). By attending to interests, concerns 
and problems at a local level, these people were creating new responses to 
problems and conditions of late 20th-century modernity. 
Replication and indigenisation 
Somerville observes that academic place-studies in Australia always confront 
the ‘complex political realities of Indigenous/non-Indigenous relationships 
in place’ (Somerville 2010, p. 330). I think this can be extended to any 
investigation of place and acts of placemaking, even the quotidian choices of 
what plant to choose and why. While filmmakers’ nation-building 
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arguments for state intervention in support of an industry gained traction in 
the late-1960s clamour for a distinct Australian identity, Lorenzo Veracini 
alerts us to the significance of such arguments around indigenisation of 
colonial-settler culture as a continuing existence of settler-colonialism. He 
argues that within settler colonies there are ‘conflicting tendencies operating 
at the same time on the settler collective: one striving for indigenisation and 
national autonomy, the other aiming for a neo-European replication and the 
establishment of a “civilised” pattern of life’ (Veracini 2010, p. 21).  
For me, the undoing of the neo-European replication narrative of 
Australia began with my parents’ interest in growing native plants, the kind 
of localised placemaking that Somerville argues provides ‘an alternative lens 
through which to construct knowledge about the world’ (Somerville 2010, p. 
330). This opened up new ideas on Australianness. Growing native plants 
challenged the mainstream gardening practice of planting exotic plants. To 
assert a neo-European replication, ‘the settler destroys in order to replace … 
to reorganise the landscape and its constitutive elements’ (Veracini 2011, p. 
8). In 1960 Robin Boyd wrote:  
The [Australian] bush is so far removed from the European image that 
one cannot contemplate attempting to come to terms with it in suburban 
society, to meet it at least half-way down the garden path. Once the 
pioneer’s aesthetic direction is adopted, practically nothing that is natural 
to Australia fits in. One by one everything that is native has to go, even if 
one has to hold a hose all evening to keep the English grass green and the 
Daphne alive. (Boyd 2010, pp. 130–1) 
This ‘biological cringe’ (Robin 2007, p. 8) is formed out of the logic of 
colonisation where the Australian bush exemplifies that ‘less ideal’ primitive 
naturalness that invites ‘rational conquest and reordering’ by superior 
European reason (Plumwood 2002, p. 9). Growing native plants questioned 
the logic of colonisation. 
The settler-colonial home destabilised 
Eltham, where my family had moved in 1970, had a reputation for diversity 
and alternative culture and was a place of experimentation (Marshall 1971). 
There was less daphne in Eltham and more eucalypt. It was a place where 
my parents found other like-minded native-plant enthusiasts. Australian 
histories of the 1960s and 1970s, such as The Unknown Nation: Australia after 
Empire, focus on the pursuit of new nationalism in debates by public 
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intellectuals and politicians, whereas my neighbourhood in Eltham pursued 
change through practical material effects in gardening and the design of 
living spaces, such as Alistair Knox and his mudbrick houses; education with 
the creation of the ERA (Education Reform Association) school; community 
development and international aid; theatre, music, food; environment 
conservation; the changing roles of women and men; and, of course, film. My 
neighbourhood sought to shape and influence policies and government 
decisions in pursuit of a better, and more ethical, life. 
My parents had joined the drift of the middle classes away from the 
conservative Liberal Party through the 1960s. Increasingly, the conservatives 
were out of alignment with the ‘new social formations emerging in modern 
Australia’ (McDougall 2015, p. 33) and Labor Party leader Gough Whitlam’s 
socially progressive agenda was more appealing to this group (Murray 2014, 
p. 254). But while Whitlam embraced the idea of the new nationalism it was 
Liberal Prime Minister John Gorton who had designated Britain a foreign 
country, declared Australia would become multiracial and who had 
continued his predecessor Harold Holt’s agenda of federal government 
support for arts and, in particular, the revival of an Australian film industry 
(Curran & Ward 2010, pp. 131, 75, 112-13). Eltham was home to many artists, 
playwrights and theatre-makers such as Betty Burstall, who started the 
experimental theatre company La Mama in Carlton. There were also 
filmmakers such as Betty’s husband Tim Burstall, one of the first recipients of 
federal funding for feature-film production. The role of the arts and arts 
funding were major themes and topics and the door had now been opened 
for a greater role for the arts. It was Whitlam who seemed to offer wider 
possibilities than the Liberals who had introduced them. In 1972, it seemed 
like everyone in Eltham voted for the Labor Party. 
My parents are from families that had a strong conscious identification 
with being middle-class Protestants. Voting Liberal was one way of marking 
this status, probably even resisting the possibility of being working-class. 
There were no connections with the industrial working class or labour 
movements in my family history and therefore no connection or affinity with 
radical or revolutionary politics. The shift to vote for the Labor Party in the 
1969 election and then in 1972 was not about a change of class allegiance. The 
issues that they were interested in were qualities of life that could not just be 
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bounded by Robert Menzies’ ‘forgotten people’ formulation of the Australian 
middle-class. 
My family history is of mobility from rural workers and shopkeepers 
into urban professionals, very much Robert Menzies’ ‘forgotten people’: 
‘salary-earners, shopkeepers, skilled artisans, professional men and women, 
farmers’ (Menzies 1942). This was the constituency he targeted in creating 
the Liberal Party. The focus of the forgotten people was ‘homes material, 
homes human and homes spiritual’—owning a house, educating children 
and the assumed alignment of values between protestant Christianity and 
Liberalism (Brett 2008, p. 35). My parents’ shift in political alliance was a 
response to social and cultural concerns that were extending beyond the 
Menzies’ ‘home’ boundary (Murray 2014, p. 239). Robin Boyd’s assault on 
the Australian-built environment in The Australian Ugliness, for instance, 
picked and poked at the dominant Australian aesthetics and sensibilities and 
attempted to critique Australian design from an international perspective. 
This provoked a new interest in design and awareness of the qualities of the 
built environment that had hitherto been unchallenged. This included the 
gardening practices of the ‘forgotten people’. 
My grandparents lived in what is now referred to as the ‘inner east’ 
suburbs of Melbourne; these were some of the prime streets of the forgotten 
people and the landscapes of my Sundays and Christmases. A landscape of 
wooden and red-clinker-brick bungalows surrounded by manicured gardens 
of lawns, roses and daphne. I cannot recall any native plants in the gardens 
of these houses, certainly none in my grandparents’ yard. The eucalypt was 
feared. Sometime in the late 1960s the local council planted three lemon-
scented gumtrees in the roundabout in the centre of the court outside my 
paternal grandparents’ house. This was atypical of the street plantings in the 
surrounding streets and very unpopular in the neighbourhood. But in 
Eltham, we were surrounded by towering eucalypts and uncleared 
bushland.  
The quintessential Melbourne suburban garden is perhaps one of the 
strongest expressions of a neo-European settler-colonial placemaking, a 
practice in reference to where the settler comes from (Curthoys 1997, p. 31). 
In the first annual report of the Acclimatisation Society of Victoria in 
November 1862, the Society Council proclaimed that the Victorian colony’s 
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‘attractions as a place of residence will be materially enhanced when it offers 
to the lover of nature and the sportsman the same sources of pastime and 
enjoyment with which he was familiar in the country from which he 
emigrated’ (Acclimatisation Society of Victoria 1962). However, its 
significance is not that the English garden is made from plants of the British 
Isles. Indeed, many of the significant plants in suburban Melbourne gardens 
are Asian, and in particular from China. These plants were familiar and in 
the ‘replacement logic’ of settler possession, the imported is ‘preferred over 
the local’ (Elder 2016, p. 523). 
My maternal grandfather was a horticultural consultant whose 
backyard in the inner-eastern suburb of Box Hill was an immaculate market 
garden. A path ran down the centre to the Hills Hoist clothesline and the 
chook shed beyond. On either side were raised garden beds with vegetables 
growing year-round in abundance and in neat straight lines. The front yard 
was used for growing flowers––roses and rhododendrons among the usual 
suspects. He was a third-generation Australian and had the aura of a 
bushman. He grew up in the country and was one of the first people to take 
up ‘bushwalking’ in Canberra in the late 1920s, exploring the mountains and 
bush of the ACT with other like-minded enthusiasts. He camped and fished 
and had a canvas waterbag hanging from the front of his car. He taught me 
to make billy tea, told wonderful tall stories and could recite a bit of bush 
poetry. When my parents bought land in Eltham in the mid-1960s, he 
dismissed the idea of living in among native bushland with, ‘you couldn’t 
grow a carrot here’. This remark continued to rankle my mother. He was not 
able to comprehend the vision for a place to live that she had and he was 
only able to measure its aesthetics in terms of its capacity to grow exotic 
plants that had some use-value. My mother recalled showing him how to 
make native cuttings in the mid-1970s—a slightly different preparation of 
stems from striking non-natives. She said that it was the only time he seemed 
to show any interest in her gardening practices. I recall him walking around 
her native garden looking lost. This perplexed me as I assumed he would 
have been interested in all plants. It was only later that I grasped that he was 
lost. He was an Australian who asserted his Australian-ness, but this 
Australian-ness did not seem to be able to include indigenous plants. To 
rephrase Terry Goldie, my grandfather looked at the native plant. The plant 
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is the other and therefore alien. But the plant was indigenous and therefore 
cannot be alien. So my grandfather must be alien (Terry Goldie 1989, quoted 
in Veracini 2011(a), p. 8). His garden and the garden of my paternal 
grandparents resisted an indigenous version of Australia and functioned as 
much for expressing neo-European-ness and restating the connection to 
‘home’. The use of the word ‘home’ to refer to the United Kingdom, 
continued by second- and third-generation Anglo-Australia, continued into 
the 1960s. I recall my maternal grandmother using it even as late as the 
1980s. But as the 1970s went on and my parents’ native garden grew and the 
world of native-plant gardeners expanded, Menzies’ forgotten-people-land 
of exotic gardens became stranger and stranger. Where, exactly, was this 
country? 
The flowering of grassroots activism 
Australians remain indifferent and even antagonistic towards indigenous 
vegetation. A 2017 survey of gardens in Melbourne reported that the norm in 
gardening is the use of non-native plants. While most gardens included a 
few native plants, with non-natives being dominant, there are more gardens 
with no native plants than gardens with only native plants (Shaw & Miller 
2017, p. 327). In the 1950s there was no place for native plants in the ‘home 
material’ practices of the ‘forgotten people’. Robin Boyd devoted a chapter to 
this in The Great Australian Ugliness. He may have been one of the first public 
voices challenging the ‘replacement logic’ of the suburban garden, but he 
was reflecting a shift that was already underway in the land of the ‘forgotten 
people’. In a letter to the Age newspaper in 1956, a contributor complained 
that a patch of indigenous bushland in Blackburn that had been preserved as 
Furness Park was ‘out of place in a suburban area and should be tidied up 
and cleared’ (Berry 2017, p. 1). The preservation of this patch of ‘native bush’ 
and several others in the Blackburn area led to the formation of the 
Blackburn and District Tree Preservation Society (BDTPS). One of the stated 
purposes of the society is: ‘To foster a general interest in the native flora of 
the City of Nunawading (now Whitehorse), to encourage the retention of 
existing indigenous trees and plants and, in particular, to encourage the use 
of indigenous plants in private gardens’ (Blackburn Tree Preservation 
Society website). They campaigned against the excessive clearing of native 
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bush on development sites, house sites or streetscapes; for parkland that 
preserved remnant bush; and against the practice of arborists exaggerating 
the dangers of trees to drum up work. 
It is the influence of the BDTPS (and other similar groups such as the 
Beaumauris Tree Preservation Society and Doncaster Tree Preservation 
Society) that changed the street-planting practices of eastern municipal 
authorities in Melbourne, leading to three gumtrees being planted outside 
my paternal grandparents’ place in the late 1960s. The BDTPS was also 
instrumental in the creation of significant tree registers and conservation 
overlays based on remnant stands of indigenous plants in gardens and 
streetscapes. By the 1970s they were running indigenous plant nurseries and 
providing native plants to schools in the Nunawading district for events and 
fetes, such as for presents for Mother’s Day and Father’s Day. These gifts put 
natives into gardens that otherwise would not have been planted, and 
contributed to a noticeable difference between in the inner east and the 
Blackburn/Nunawading area. 
My parents had joined the Society for Growing Australian Plants—now 
the Australian Native Plant Society (ANPS)—in the mid-1960s. This then led 
them into the network of Australian native plant gardens, growers and 
nurseries. In 1973, through this network, they joined the Urimbirra Co-
operative Society, which purchased a subdivision of the Little Desert as part 
of a campaign to save the desert from being cleared for farmland. The 
cooperative had been started by members of the BDTPS. Through the 1960s, 
the ANPS, with other organisations such as the BDTPS and the Victorian 
National Parks Association, were constituting a new public sphere of concern 
for environmental ethics. This was at odds with Menzian liberalism. 
‘Menzies’s close colleague and biographer Paul Hasluck thought that “his 
political thinking was in accord with the liberalism of Alfred Deakin and the 
liberalism of late 19th century England”’ (Carr 2013, pp. 485–6). This 
liberalism is one where ideas were discussed and debated between 
individuals, and limited the role of culture in politics because it situated 
opinions and influence only within the individuals who, effectively, had 
access to power. The lack of capacity of this politics to accommodate these 
new concerns was the reason for the creation of these associations. 
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These new associations were the means through which individuals 
affected by a situation connected their situation to a wider set of interests to 
form an interest group. This group, in return, provided support in 
influencing public policy in the hope of changing the specific situation. It 
would also create collective action in that specific situation to force broader 
change by the state. The BDTPS’s statement of purpose includes ‘To concern 
itself with wider conservation issues’ (https://bdtps.wordpress.com/about-
2/). The ANPS’s aims include ‘Taking part in decision making by 
Government departments’. Collective action to save the Little Desert from 
development, which included the purchase of the block of land by the 
Urimbirra Co-operative, was pursued to influence the Victorian State 
Government to act to preserve more native bush. The campaign to save the 
Little Desert resulted in the creation of the Land Conservation Council, 
which was commissioned to advise the government on future uses of crown 
land (Berry 2017, p. 99). Jurgen Habermas characterises this scenario as 
‘[c]onflicts hitherto restricted to the private sphere now “intrud[ing] into the 
public sphere”’. A conflict configured as a ‘group need .... can expect no 
satisfaction from a self-regulated market and now tend towards regulation 
by the state’ (Habermas et al. 1974, p. 54). Liberalism, as pursued by the 
conservative Liberal Party, was unable to provide a political process through 
which native plant enthusiasts could address their new concerns around the 
environment, and conservative liberalism is also uninterested in regulating 
spheres such as the environment. As a result, native-plant enthusiasts 
became environmental activists and sought group action in unprecedented 
ways. The Urimbirra Co-operative is a collective ownership of property, 
something not normally part of a liberalist agenda. The garden path had led 
many into a politics that they had not set out with. 
G(r)o(w)ing native 
Campaigning to save remnant bushland from ‘progress’––’the progressive 
overcoming or control of [the] “barbarian” non-human … sphere by the 
rational sphere of European culture and “modernity”’ (Plumwood 2002, p. 
9), included an enjoyment of the pre-settled landscape. In response to the 
letter in the Age in 1956 calling for Furness Park to be cleared, another 
resident wrote; 
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This park possesses some of the most beautiful gum trees, the stems 
flooded with rich colour and with pendant fascinating bark tassels. Here 
lovely Christmas bush grows, while the native myrtle and other native 
shrubs and wattles abound. A little creek winds in and out delightfully. 
Bell-birds that live here add a true Australian note. This park is ours, its 
beauty ours. (reproduced in Berry 2017, p. 1) 
The qualities of this ‘un-progressed’ patch of bushland that the writer is 
acclaiming are part of what the logic of colonisation had sought to suppress 
in order to achieve what Val Plumwood defines as a ‘radical exclusion’. This 
exclusion is where difference is so exaggerated that the ‘othered’ status of 
something can be treated as inferior (Plumwood 2002, p. 10). The Australian 
bush has been exaggerated as an inhospitable and alien place, but growing 
and appreciating native plants recovered what was excluded to sustain this 
idea and now that the Australian bush could be a desirable place to live in. 
The success in propagating native plants by the members of the ANPS 
and the BDTPS (as well as other tree-preserver societies that had developed 
around Melbourne’s suburbs) had a significant impact on the character of 
suburbs built after the late 1950s. This is evident in the change between Box 
Hill and Blackburn, where there is a shift from gardens and streetscapes that 
have few to no Australian natives, to where the streetscapes at least are 
dominated by Australian natives and gardens contain a greater number of 
Australian native plants. As early as 1960 the Nunawading Council had 
adopted the idea of being a ‘Bushland City’ and was promoting the aesthetic 
and environmental benefits of tree preservation, and part of the value this 
could offer for choosing to live there (Berry 2017, p. 17). The BDTPS also 
promoted the idea that preserving the native bush and planting native plants 
would contribute to rising property values. (Berry 2017, pp. 56–7). This 
pulled into the suburban placemaking narrative what the logic of 
replacement had been pushing out. 
Under the sign of a contradiction 
Documentary filmmaking is not just about documenting what has happened. 
Just as the residents of Kotla Mubarakpur had used documentary 
filmmaking to try to change the order of things in their world, native-plant 
growing had change the order of things (to some extent) in the eastern 
suburbs of Melbourne. Making Kotla Walks helped me understand that 
change does not necessarily mean finding coherence, but rather self and 
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place are recreated to accommodate fragmented subjectivities. I had to go to 
India and make a documentary film to see this in myself. As Memmi points 
out, the new order of things for those who recognise the settler-colonial 
condition is not a resolution; it is paradoxical. The economic and social 
conditions that allowed some settler-colonials the opportunity to recover 
what has been repressed and attempted to replace are the same as for those 
settler-colonials who are uninterested and even hostile to such a change, and 
have come at no-less cost to Aboriginal people. Self-making under these 
conditions is one that requires an accommodation of the split between 
accepting the prosperity and freedoms of settler Australia and rejecting the 
conditions under which Australia was settled––an Australian paradox. Here 
is my unfinished business and the source of my interest in documentary 
filmmaking. 
Documentary filmmaking can be an intervention that opens up 
possibilities for self- and place-remaking. In the film World Within No More 
this remaking was done by the Kelabit people of the highlands of the island 
of Borneo. The project was initiated by Kelabit leaders who were concerned 
about the dissolution of the Kelabit identity, which has resulted from their 
success in embracing modernity and participating in the modern world, after 
only two generations of contact with it. The Kelabits’ paradox is that they 
want to be Kelabits as well as joining in modern Malaysia. The film was 
made out of an investigation into the possibility and viability of building a 
Kelabit museum. The investigation by Museum and Cultural Heritage 
Management academics and students, including the making of the film, 
provided the opportunity for Kelabits to consider what was important for 
them in their heritage and what they wanted to ensure was available for 
future generations. The project precipitated a reaffirmation of Kelabit 
identity by the wider Kelabit community that then led to the building of the 
museum (Sweet & Kelly 2019). 
Fiery Creek: Connecting the Catchment was a return to sponsored 
documentary filmmaking and the opportunity to apply the idea of using 
documentary filmmaking to remake the meaning of a locality. The film was 
commissioned by the Glenelg Hopkins Catchment Management Authority1 
(Western Victoria) on behalf of the Beyond Bolac Land Care Group2. The aim 
of the project was to support both organisations’ efforts at rehabilitating a 
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neglected and unhealthy waterway called Fiery Creek. I refined the diverse 
brief down to a project that would create a narrative around the creek to 
raise its value for those who continued to be the cause of negative impacts on 
it, so they might think more about what they were doing. The filmmaking 
created an opportunity for those who constituted the Fiery Creek community 
to share ideas and stories about the creek. This included stories and 
memories from the Aboriginal groups of whose country the creek was an 
important feature. The most important work of the film happened in the 
meetings and discussion groups organised to generate these memories and 
stories. The more people talked about the creek, the more enthusiastic and 
positive they became about it as a significant feature of their community. The 
finished film was then structured to communicate key ideas of the creek’s 
value to those beyond the immediate Fiery Creek community, but more 
importantly, as a reminder to the community of the key points that they 
raised as a way of maintaining the new commitment to the creek. 
The Last Days of Sunlight, funded by the Australian Research Council, 
was a project investigating how museum collections are used by source 
communities to contribute to ‘the re-invigoration of indigenous people’s 
identity’ (Project LP0667418 funding application). This was an extraordinary 
opportunity to learn about and observe Aboriginal people having to deal 
with the Australian paradox from the other side, so to speak. The artefacts, 
photographs and ethnography collected in the early 20th century––the 
salvage ethnography that would archive what the invading settlers caused to 
be disappearing—was now being used to make something new. My role on 
the project had been limited to documenting the group interactions and 
discussions between the Lamalama in response to their engagements with 
museum collections. This recorded material was to be used as data for 
analysis. But, unsurprisingly, the film work turned into placemaking, and if 
this had not happened I would not have sought to make a film.  
 
1 See <https://www.ghcma.vic.gov.au/>. 
2 See <https://www.beyondbolac.org/>. 
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CHAPTER 2 
Seeking Away Home: notes on making The Last Days of 
Sunlight 
The last interview with Sunlight Bassani, Coen, Cape York, Queensland; 
September 2007  
I’m sitting in the Bassani family compound in Coen on Cape York in far North 
Queensland waiting for old Lamalama elder Sunlight Bassani to wake up so I can 
film him. Bassani’s wife Florrie and her sister Joan sit nearby stoking the campfire 
and speaking to each other in their Ayapathu language while their grand-nephew-
sons play around them. There isn’t much time left for me to film Bassani. He is 
dying. I’ll be heading back to Melbourne in a few days and it’s not clear whether 
I’ll get the chance to come back to film him again before his liver cancer takes him. 
The dry season easterly wind is blowing again and it is annoyingly noisy. It 
rustles through the large tree that Bassani is asleep under and creaks its old limbs. 
It also makes the rumble of the Coen power station louder. I shift my position so I 
am side on to the tree and the power station, an angle at which the microphone 
will pick up less of these intrusive sounds. But now I will be shooting more into a 
background full of shadows in contrast to the bright sunlight which is falling on 
the old man. My compositional preference is for a darker foreground and brighter 
background, the opposite of what is happening. A darker subject is separated from 
a lighter background and, I feel, makes the subject a stronger force in the 
composition. I am also mindful of the contrast limitation of the Sony HDV format 
I am recording with, a format that does not cope with high contrast. I plan to 
frame Bassani in medium-closeups and closeups. This is a technique to capture 
the intimacy of the experience I have talking with him and should also ensure his 
facial expressions are visible to assist audiences to grasp the meaning of his words. 
With these frame sizes, I think I can keep the underexposed areas to a minimum 
but if he shifts around, the shadows in the background could become a problem. 
Although, on this occasion, I will begin by prompting Bassani with a question, the 
agenda of my presence has been determined by him and I will be reactive to what 
he wants to talk about and do. The physicality of filming action with no directorial 
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intervention is intense and rewards with a heightened sense of being that sensory 
stimulation provides. The body must instantly respond to what is sensed within 
the space being worked. I need to be alert to light, speech, emotion, intention, and 
instantly process this into decisions to ensure what I am filming will look good 
and also be editable. I adjust aperture and focus and also shot sizes and shot 
angles to provide the cutting points needed to control the length of time that this 
material can be re-presented in and through which I could make this material 
contribute to a story. I have to think about editing as I film. Aside from these 
matters of technique, my wider concern is whether I am doing justice to the 
situation I am learning about and witnessing. Do I understand what is going on 
here? I am becoming entangled in a story I wasn’t expecting and the filmmaking 
is becoming part of this story. Once again, the filmmaking is an aspect of 
placemaking. 
What is going on here? 
I was filming at the invitation of Bassani; it was an invitation that academic 
colleagues from Queensland University—Professor Bruce Rigsby and Dr Di 
Hafner—and from the Museum of Melbourne—Senior Collections Manager 
Rosemary Wrench and Senior Curator Lindy Allen—had hoped for, to assist 
with an Australia Research Council (ARC)–funded project. My colleagues 
wanted me to document how the Lamalama were using and engaging with 
ethnographic material objects, photographs and field notes collected about 
them in the 1920s and ’30s, particularly by anthropologists Normal Tindale 
and Donald Thomson. This material is now part of the Donald Thomson 
Collection in the Museum of Victoria and the Norman Tindale Collection in 
the Museum of South Australia1. The project hypothesised that the 
engagement by the Lamalama with these collections was part of cultural 
renewal and that this renewal was a response to the Lamalama regaining 
ownership of their estates. During the first six weeks of filming, I was drawn 
into the realisation that this cultural renewal was first and foremost about 
new group identity, an identity that represented the making of a new story 
through which a very significant change could be achieved. The identity was 
the Lamalama and the change was the repossession of the lands that had 
been taken from them by invasion and colonisation. My filmmaking method, 
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the background material I had been given and the day-to-day events I was 
filming were demanding me to pay attention to this story.  
For an Aboriginal community like the Lamalama to regain ownership 
of their estates, they must prove a continuity of connection to the land being 
claimed. Queensland’s Aboriginal Land Act 1991 states: 
A claim by a group of Aboriginal people for an area of claimable land on 
the ground of traditional affiliation is established if the Land Tribunal is 
satisfied that the members of the group have a common connection with 
the land based on spiritual and other associations with, rights in relation 
to, and responsibilities for, the land under Aboriginal tradition. 
(Aboriginal Land Act 1991, Section 4.09(1)) 
But the Lamalama identity is a recent one, a contemporary response to 
invasion and colonisation. A continuity of connection between the Lamalama 
and the land under the Lamalama claim can only be sustained as long as the 
traditional owners are willing to surrender their pre-Lamalama landowner 
identities to this new and much larger communal group for the claim process 
(although their pre-invasion identities remain respected within the group). 
Bassani was the lead advocate for the Lamalama grouping. He was trying to 
ensure that the Lamalama group held up to the legal and administrative 
requirements by offering the traditional owners a social order and a narrative 
of connection and coherency to which they would wish to belong. To achieve 
this Bassani was practising the pre-invasion politics of land and people 
management and, towards this goal, Bassani proved to be an effective 
politician. The peoples who now identified as Lamalama were (re)placing 
themselves back onto their country and Bassani had co-opted me to this task. 
In a 1982 paper, anthropologists Professor Bruce Rigsby and Dr Peter 
Sutton identified how politics is at work in Cape York Aboriginal societies in 
the use of power for people and land management goals. Rigsby and Sutton 
argue that the ‘proper understanding of Aboriginal territoriality requires 
attention to the politics of the appropriation of property by the living’ 
(Rigsby & Sutton 1982, p. 155). Succession to land ownership and the size of 
landowning groups is not a matter of the ‘waxing and waning of landowning 
and local groups’ but rather it is a matter of ‘land-centered politicks2‘ (Rigsby 
& Sutton 1982, p. 169). Rigsby’s fieldwork has been around Princess 
Charlotte Bay from the early 1970s and he has been so important for the 
Lamalama in their campaign to regain country that they named their new 
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ranger station building at Port Stewart after him. This ranger station is the 
most significant communal building in Lamalama country. 
In drawing from Lamalama knowledge and experience for their 
discussion, Rigsby and Sutton do not use the name Lamalama. Instead, they 
describe the landowners around Princess Charlotte Bay as ‘the Bay people’ 
(Rigsby & Sutton 1982, p. 167). This is in contrast with a community of 
people on the west side of Cape York whom they identify with the group 
name Yir Yonont. They note that the impacts of invasion and colonisation on 
the Princess Charlotte Bay communities has been more significant than on 
the west of the Cape such that at the time of writing ‘none of the Bay peoples 
are now living as groups in the Bay area: they are scattered in small groups 
on several reserves and in towns, so their land-centered politicks are much 
attenuated in practice’ (Rigsby & Sutton 1982). Rigsby told me he was unsure 
when Lamalama became a self-identifying group name. Its common use 
seems to have coincided with the creation of legal and administrative 
frameworks through which Aboriginal people in Queensland could regain 
control over some of their estates in the late 1980s.3 With a return to some 
capacity for the Bay people to have a say over land ownership, there is a 
return to the need for the processes of sorting out land management within 
the group, given that, as Rigsby and Sutton describe, ‘[l]and is one of the 
most charged and potentially explosive topics in Aboriginal societies’. 
Bassani’s authority to lead the negotiations on behalf of the Bay people 
needed to be recognised across all those people whose interests in land are 
involved. I think he shared authority with his wife Florrie Liddy. Together 
they formed a formidable partnership. The Liddys are a significant family 
who have provided communal leaders for generations. Florrie is an 
influential elder who speaks several of the Lamalamic languages and 
understands others (Bassani understands his wife’s language but only speaks 
English). English would be her fourth or fifth language. She was the 
arbitrator of information on customs and relationships for everyone: Bassani, 
academics, administrators and lawyers, as well her wider extended family4. 
Florrie was a very shy woman; away from the camera she would chat with 
me and laugh, but once the camera was on, she was uncomfortable and said 
little. She would leave Bassani to do the talking. 
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Bassani also had three nieces from a marriage between one of his sisters 
and one of Florrie’s brothers. These three were important influencers and 
allies for him, being key leaders and activists with the Lamalama group, 
including being the few Lamalama employees of various Aboriginal support 
services in Coen.5 Bassani’s nephew from his brother’s side was also the chair 
of the legal landowning entity for the Lamalama land claims. But Bassani 
also drew significant authority from the Lamalama group identity. He was 
not the originator of the Lamalama group identity, nor was he responsible 
for its expansion. He was a central figure in reconciling the surviving and 
lingering pre-invasion customs and practices of landownership of the Bay 
area, and the impacts of invasion and land dispossession, into a vision of the 
future that Bay peoples have been willing to give up their traditional 
ownership identity to. The Lamalama identity is creating a new story of 
continuity and Bassani saw a use for documentary filmmaking in this task.  
Such has been the impact on the Lamalama of dispossession of their 
country that Bassani’s niece, Elaine Liddy, was deeply moved on her first 
viewing of the extensive material that Donald Thomson had collected from 
her great-grandparents and grandparents. She said, ‘without these 
photographs, writings and objects collected … there would be no Lamalama 
story to tell people about’.6 The museum collection has a role in the story of 
the Lamalama and it brought me to Coen. Bassani was keen to tell the 
Lamalama story; he often turned to the camera to speak directly. He 
emphasised the familial connections of the Lamalama, the importance of 
looking after country and of doing the right thing. Having me—the 
cameraman, as he liked to call me—at his disposal added to his authority 
and gave him a platform on which to restate and emphasise being 
Lamalama. Bassani had co-opted me into his project: 
I did not come to Coen to make a documentary film. The intention was to record 
material as part of a research method. But the actions and situations that have 
been available for me to film and Bassani’s co-option of ‘the cameraman’ are 
nudging and pushing all this toward a film. As I sit waiting for old Sunlight to 
wake up I am thinking about how a film can be made from what I have recorded 
and might have access to in the future. I will only have access to a very small part 
of this Lamalama story: will it be enough?  
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The Lamalama story 
My vérité-observational method of filmmaking means that I only have access 
to and will only consider filming what people allow me to film. If such action 
is going to be made into a story, I need to understand what is going on so I 
can make judgements about the relevance of this or that moment I could 
film, and whether this would amount to making a story. But it always seems 
possible to make a story out of any situation. Where people seek to be a 
community in a place, there will be some kind of change happening and that 
change involves the creation of a new story through which that place is 
imagined. To make the story, I am looking for that change and how it 
manifests itself as the action I can film. 
The answer to the question of whether I could film enough material to 
make a story about the Lamalama was answered by how I could use the film 
narrative pattern to think about the situation the Bay people were dealing 
with. What emerged was how readily situations can be sifted and sorted into 
a film narrative pattern; how easily film narrative accommodates and 
describes placemaking. In the following discussion I set out how I thought 
about the ‘Lamalama story’ and how it matched some key film-narrative 
structural points. 
I figured Bassani as the protagonist of the story7. He had been in most of 
the material I had filmed and the larger communal need of getting back onto 
their country was easily personified as his personal ‘want’. A film-story 
protagonist is the character whose pursuit of a goal––their want—and their 
willingness to pursue the goal drives the story forward (Edson 2011, p. 55; 
McKee 1997, p. 140). Eric Edson offers that, ‘[e]very movie is a myth about a 
hero who confronts staid social customs in an attempt to change them or 
who sets out to protect valued ideals in order to preserve them’ (Edson 2011, 
p. 5). If Bassani’s goal was to fit this simple formula, then it is to the latter it 
responds. What Bassani wanted was to get his community back onto their 
country. This goal also indicates an arc of change that the film story can 
follow. The arc can begin with not being on country—where valued ideals 
are under threat—and end with being on country, where valued ideals are 
preserved. The consequences of losing these valued ideals then are what is at 
stake and why the change is required.  
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Another way to understand this arc of change is as a quest story. This is 
a story type that is very familiar in the storytelling tradition that comes down 
to filmmaking through European storytelling traditions and is often traced to 
Greek myths and the great Mesopotamian poem, The Epic of Gilgamesh 
(Booker 2004, pp. 69, 385). Although, in the quest story the protagonist is 
‘pulled toward some distant, all-important goal’ (Booker 2004, p. 83). The 
importance of the goal is that life has become unbearable and the goal is the 
solution to rectifying this. The story begins where the Home situation of the 
protagonist has become ‘The City of Destruction’ and ends with the ‘life-
transforming’ goal achieved and ‘an assurance of life stretching out 
indefinitely into the future’ (Booker 2004). Home restored. 
A kingdom or world, having fallen under the shadow of the dark power, 
is sick or in disarray. … [the] hero, after a long and painful struggle, can 
… finally overthrow the dark power and step out into the light. As he 
does so, he redeems the kingdom … these stories therefore culminate in 
that cosmic happy ending which shows a world divided and in shadow 
being brought to wholeness, round a hero who has reached the ultimate 
centre of complete maturity. (Booker 2004, p. 311) 
While the return of their estates does not end the difficulties and problems 
that postcolonialism presents for the Lamalama, it does represent a kind of 
wholeness. This is in the creation of the Lamalama entity. But more 
importantly, the scenes of camping at a place called Nagwal, which I use at 
the end of the film, also offer hope of Lamalama people gaining at least some 
respite and autonomy from the ongoing challenges of postcolonialism that 
they will continue to face; some measure of personal wholeness, at least for a 
moment. But certainly, the story begins with the disarray and shadow of a 
dark power under which the peoples of the Bay have struggled for over a 
century. 
The world in disarray – invasion, dispossession and cultural chaos 
The earliest recorded use of Lamalama as a group name was by officers of the 
Native Mounted Police in the late 19th century during the ‘wild time’ when 
the police were assisting pastoralists to invade the country around Princess 
Charlotte Bay and move the bay peoples off their country (Bassani, Lakefield 
with Popp 2006, p. 5). However, the name does not exist in the historical 
ethnographic record. Anthropologist Norman Tindale in 1927, and then 
Donald Thomson in 1928 and ’29, identified a group of people who were 
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living near the mouth of the Stewart River, one of the bay’s main rivers, as 
the Yintjingga (Thomson 1933, pp. 456, 1935; Rigsby 2005, p. 132).8 Yintjingga 
means ‘boxwood tree’ in Ayapathu (one of the Lamalama languages) and 
Umpila and is now understood as the name of the specific place where the 
people were living (Rigsby & Williams 1991, p. 14). The people congregated 
at Yintjingga were survivors from the previous 50 years of encroachment of 
the pastoral industry into their country (Rigsby 2006; Bassani, Lakefield with 
Popp 2006, p. 6) and included people from different traditional landowning 
and occupying groups (patriclans). This group became the core of the 
contemporary Lamalama formation. They had a ‘shared genealogical link, 
shared interests in land [and] a common cultural heritage’ (Hafner 1990; 
Rigsby & Williams 1991, 11). They were also speakers of the languages that 
are contemporarily defined as the Lamalamic languages9. The group name, 
Lamalama, seems to have come from the name of one of these languages, 
although it is not the indigenous name of the language of which there is none 
known. Lamalama is the ‘English’ name for the language, derived from the 
Umpila language word for ‘people or language from a dry area’ (Rigsby 
1992, p. 356). Umpila is not one of the Lamalamic languages but overlaps 
with the northern end of the Lamalama land claim area because of shared 
genealogical links and interests in land. 
Aboriginal people did not define themselves as members of large 
groupings such as the native title process is requiring. Before the invasion, 
people used self-identifying terms such as pama, yolngu, koori, murri, tiwi, 
anangu and martu that have generic meaning such as ‘one of us’, person’ or 
‘people’ and were shared across multiple clans and dialects. Bama 
(alternatively spelt Pama because the beginning hard consonant is between 
the p and the b sounds) is the shared word for people on Cape York. Some of 
these words have become familiar as referring to a larger group such as with 
Tiwi and Yolngu. However, Aboriginal people did give special names to 
neighbouring areas and often these names were picked up and applied by 
the first Europeans entering a region (RM & CH Berndt 1985, pp. 34–5). 
Donald Thomson in his writings about the peoples of the bay referred to 
them as Kawadji. This means ‘people of the east’ and was the term that 
inland groups on Cape York referred to eastern coastal people by (Thomson 
1933). As Aboriginal people began to understand the invader’s requirement 
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for unique group names, they started providing their own (RM & CH Berndt 
1985, pp. 35–6), and so Lamalama seems to be the self-identifying name that 
has emerged late in the 20th century (Rigsby & Williams 1991, p. 11) and 
groups a greater number of members across a larger area of country than 
pre-invasion landowning regimes did (Rigsby & Sutton 1982, p. 158). 
While pre-invasion connections and affiliations are important factors in 
the Lamalama formation (Langton 2002, p. 253; Hafner 2008, p. 254), a shared 
history at Port Stewart as the pastoral industry advanced around them also 
seems to be a significant factor in consolidating the Port Stewart group into a 
new identity grouping (Rigsby & Williams 1991, p. 11; Hafner 2008, p. 254; 
Bassani, Lakefield with Popp 2006, p. 6). The impacts of dispossession of 
country and being moved into missions and reserves have created 
communities of ‘differing affiliations’ in addition to the pre-invasion basis for 
groupings (RM and CH Berndt 85, pp. 35–6; Stevenson 1998, p. 12). Peters-
Little, in trying to define and describe what a post-invasion Aboriginal 
community is, notes: 
While Aboriginal people did not passively accommodate new and 
imposed, introduced and artificial colonial boundaries, it is clear that 
missions, reserves and pastoral stations have become Aboriginal 
communities which are now an integral part of Aboriginal people’s 
heritage and are fundamental to Aboriginality. (Peters-Little 2000, p. 3) 
The Lamalama group includes people who were removed to places such as 
Palm Island, Cherbourg, Hope Vale, Yarrabah and Bamaga from early as the 
1890s through to the 1960s. This was part of a colonial strategy to break 
down tribal groupings and dissolve any resistance to settler-colonial claims 
to sovereignty (Copland 2009; Wolfe 2006). One result of this is intermarriage 
between groups well outside of pre-invasion possibilities. The descendants 
of these people maintain familial connections with the Lamalama and are 
recognised as being parties to Lamalama business. While I have heard these 
descendants introduced as Lamalama, they will also have an allegiance to 
other ancestor groups. But there is also a common phrase in discussing 
family trees and relationships among the Lamalama, which is to ‘go both 
ways’. For Aboriginal people, as Frances Peters-Little points out, family 
connections are all important (Peters-Little 2000). This means that a person 
can be accepted as being a member of more than one contemporary grouping 
and has often faced a choice of which community to make a primary 
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identification with.10 People were also taken away to work in the pastoral 
industries and this has also weakened connections. Alan Salt, who challenges 
Bassani’s authority in the climax of The Last Days of Sunlight, should by 
birthright have had a senior status to Bassani within the Lamalama 
community. His father, Frank Salt, was a significant elder and leader of the 
Bighurrnggudinh patriclan and the Salt family was the leading family of the 
Lamalama language-speakers. Alan was taken away to work at age thirteen 
and this led him to a precarious life of alcoholism around the fringes of 
Mossman, Mareeba and Cairns. As a result, Salt lost the status that his 
birthright had provided.  
In the story of the fragmentation and dispersal of the Bay people, there 
is one event, among the many acts of injustice perpetrated on them, that is 
central to the contemporary Lamalama story. This is the removal of the 
group living autonomously at Yintjingga in 1961 by the Queensland 
government and their forced relocation to a mission at Bamaga, 400 
kilometres to the north. This event is, in narrative terms, when the 
protagonist receives a call to begin their involvement in a story. The 
protagonist is summonsed into ‘some high historical undertaking’ (Campbell 
2008, p. 42). It is when the protagonist feels personally responsible for 
rectifying the unbearable situation. Joseph Campbell also describes a 
significance of this narrative event as when ‘the [protagonist] is drawn into 
relationship with forces that are not rightly understood’ (Campbell 2008). At 
age 19, Bassani challenged the removal of the group from Yintjingga with the 
white authorities who had authorised it. He did not understand why they 
were removed. He did know about the Queensland Aboriginals Protection and 
Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act, through which the Queensland 
government claimed the right to control every aspect of Aboriginal people’s 
lives. He had understood the injustice of what had happened and he was, 
from that moment on, determined to get people back to Port Stewart. Much 
of his authority to be the leader in the remaking of land ownership in the Bay 
area under the Lamalama identity comes from the stand he took and his 
unwavering commitment to his goal.  
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The Protagonists call – what is at stake 
In 1961, people still alive from the time of Tindale and Thomson’s visits to 
Yintjingga and many of their descendants were subject to one of the last acts 
of dispossession and forced removal from country in Queensland. A group 
of 23 Bay people resident at the Yintjingga camp, including Florrie Liddy 
who was Bassani’s ‘sweetheart’ at the time, were removed by the 
Queensland police at gunpoint to a mission at Bamaga 500 kilometres away11 
(Bassani, Lakefield with Popp 2006, p. 6). They were one of the last groups of 
Aboriginal people living autonomously on homelands in Queensland, 
relying on traditional knowledge and skills. The group at Yintjingga was 
operating as a traditional band and its size ebbed and flowed as people 
moved in and out of the pastoral industry. They were living according to 
their Story12 (Hafner 2008, p. 258). The word ‘Story’ is used by Aboriginal 
people of the Cape to refer to ‘the sacred beings whose actions made the 
world and its environmental features’ (Hafner 2005). Story places are the 
source of people’s spirit and to where the spirit returns on death (Langton 
2002, p. 254); they ‘inscribe the self in place and the place in the self’ (Langton 
2002, p. 255). It is what is referred to elsewhere as dreaming or the dream-time. 
In this context, the word is capitalised to be differentiated from other uses 
(Bassani, Lakefield with Popp 2006, p. 64; Langton 2002, p. 253; RM & CH 
Berndt 1985, p. 388). Story sets out the rules Lamalama people live by and is 
also the power that will punish those who do not follow the rules (Hafner 
2008, p. 258). Story brings people ‘together into a large community of men 
and women, united by a common body of beliefs’ (Stehlow 1978).  
The people at Yintjingga were one of the last groups of Aboriginal 
people in Queensland to have some measure of being-in-the-world as their 
world view entailed. Births and deaths followed customary traditions and 
day-to-day life was lived in accordance with Story. In my time travelling 
around the country with Sunlight and Florrie Bassani, I witnessed Florrie 
calling out to the spirits of her ancestors who have returned to their clan 
country. This was in accordance with her obligations to acknowledge the 
spirits who in turn regulate her actions on her country (Hafner 2008, p. 258), 
just as she would have learnt growing up at Yintjingga before the removal. 
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The removal disrupted the actions through which the very sense of being is 
enacted and bonds of community maintained: 
the meanings of social responsibility—the bonds of being related to one 
another—are expressed through the rituals of the sacred landscape, 
through the symbols of past and present embodied in particular places … 
such places become ‘site markers of the remembering process and of 
identity itself’. (Langton 2000, p. 263)  
Aboriginal people have an ‘inalienable’ relationship to their country; it is 
‘constitutive’ of them (Moreton-Robinson 2003, p. 31). For Aboriginal people, 
identity is a ‘dialectical unity between humans and earth’ (Moreton-
Robinson 2003, p. 37). Even for Bassani and his brothers and sisters who 
were born and lived in Coen, living different lives to the group at Yintjingga, 
this group was the touchstone for their world view, the ones who were 
remembering for Bay people wherever they were around Queensland. 
Bassani’s quest is not just the return of the Bay people’s estates, it was for the 
remaking of the system through which the personal and the communal came 
into being. 
The Journey – challenges, obstacles and hurdles 
In a quest story, the protagonist goes away on a journey. Campbell describes 
this as the ‘Road of Trials’ (Campbell 2004, p. 81) and Booker, a journey as 
‘across hostile terrain’ (Booker 2004, p. 83). Western Australian Worrorra 
elder Sam Woolagoodja said of the impacts of colonisation on his family and 
community: ‘when white people came, they pushed Aboriginal people away’ 
(quoted in Blundell & Woolagoodja 2005, p. 45). On the journey, the 
protagonist must overcome obstacles and hurdles while achieving their end 
goal. The opportunity I had to walk beside Aboriginal people, while living 
among the Lamalama in Coen, showed me how much Aboriginal 
Australians spend their days operating in hostile territory. Aboriginal people 
experience being Away in what should be Home. 
Like most of Cape York’s Aboriginal people, the Lamalama live in 
towns that are not on their country and they have to deal with the cultural 
chaos that the forced removal from homelands has caused (Stevenson 1998, 
p. 12). Geoffrey Bardon observed of the Pintupi at Papunya in the early 
1970s, ‘you sensed the despair of an entire tribal culture brought out from its 
spirit-place and held in a whitefella concept of order and discipline’ (Bardon 
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2004, p. 7). The largest population of Lamalama-identifying people lives in 
Coen. A place like Coen is where the evidence of what happens to people 
when their system of coming into being and of connection and relationship is 
broken or diminished. What is normal for them in striving to achieve the 
basics, from having adequate shelter and nutrition to finding transport, 
accessing education, health and money, requires a greater effort and yields a 
much lower standard than non-Aboriginal Australians expect. This idea is 
pursued by David Gulpilil and Rolf de Heer in the film Charlie’s Country. 
‘Why did you come here?’ Charlie yells at the police station after once again 
having his capacity to look after himself taken away because of an alien law, 
‘From far away, stealing people’s stuff! Is this your land?’ (Charlie’s Country 
2014, 37.50–39.05). Charlie’s outrage is what I imagine every Lamalama 
person feels, and certainly has a right to feel, as they navigate the paradoxes 
and restrictions presented to them in pursuing these basics of everyday life. 
Rigsby commented to me that Aboriginal people avoid non-Aboriginal 
people at times because they feel judged. What I witnessed in Coen is a 
system that continually forces Aboriginal people into situations that provide 
evidence with which to judge them in terms such as ‘inadequate’ and 
‘dependent’. 
In The Politics of Suffering, Peter Sutton provides an account of the 
underlying forces and policy failures that led to both the growth of 
townships like Coen and the decline in the well-being of the Aboriginal 
people who are forced to inhabit them. While Coen has avoided the rates of 
violence at other townships on the Cape such as Aurukun (with which 
Sutton is most familiar) and Lockhart River, it still evidences the breakdown 
in internal social controls in Aboriginal families, a breakdown that stems 
from the destruction of the system that produces and maintains connections. 
The violence and social dysfunction of these communities also reflects the 
continuing failure of the policies of self-determination to offer Aboriginal 
people solutions or alternatives to the destruction of their ways of coming 
into being (Sutton 2001, pp. 128–9). 
Further, Aileen Moreton-Robinson argues that the native title legal 
process that purportedly will return country to Aboriginal people makes 
trespasses on their own country until they can prove ownership under an 
alien legal system (Moreton-Robinson 2003, pp. 35–6). The implication for 
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Aboriginal people who cannot ever prove such an ownership––because the 
dispossession of their country has been so disruptive that they cannot prove 
a continuing connection under this alien system—is that they will remain 
trespassers on their own country forever. 
The final Ordeal 
The climax of a quest story is ‘a great battle or ordeal which may be the most 
threatening of all’ (Booker 2004, p. 83). This involves a showdown with the 
main forces that are working against the attainment of the goal. In fiction 
film, this is usually simplified by personifying these forces in the form of an 
antagonist. In some film stories, where the opposing force is not easily 
personified, a character will emerge who can take the role of an antagonist 
for this showdown and put the protagonist to a final test. Alan Salt emerged 
as such an antagonist. This confrontation between Bassani and Salt was an 
unprecedented public display of division. I included in the film the moment 
when Bassani comes over to where I am filming a discussion with others, to 
invite me to film him confronting Salt. I believe Bassani makes the dispute a 
public affair to arm his authority with ‘the cameraman’. But in doing so, he 
provides Salt with a platform to amplify his appeal to the other Lamalama 
present; this escalates the dispute.  
The legal process the Lamalama have been required to comply with has 
asked them to align a definitive boundary around the country they wish to 
claim with who is identified as Lamalama. This leads to contestation on 
Lamalama membership and also relies on the membership not breaking 
ranks, as Alan Salt did. Any weakness in the Lamalama identity becomes a 
weakness in the land claim. While the federal and state government 
processes are putatively to return land to Aboriginal people, they are making 
new land ownership arrangements between Lamalama people to conform to 
the requirements of the alien legal system (Moreton-Robinson 2003, pp. 36-7). 
Communal identity and land ownership are now concomitant in a way that 
they were not in pre-invasion times. Land ownership has shifted to 
membership of a new, larger form of communal grouping. In pre-invasion 
times on Cape York, landowning groups were limited to 25 to 50 people 
(Rigsby & Sutton 1982, p. 158). The Lamalama identity which is claimed by 
over 250 people,13 as both land users and traditional landowners, is now a 
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land title configuration. This creates a fragile and complicated balancing of 
pre-invasion landownership alliances and it is the greatest challenge that 
Bassani faced. 
Rigsby and Sutton observe: 
Land ownership is a core area of Aboriginal local politicks. Land is one of 
the most charged and potentially explosive topics in Aboriginal societies, 
a fact that is reflected in the firmness with which religious ideology 
attributes the distribution of land amongst people to the extra-human 
agencies of The Dreaming. If the non-human are above politicks, then one 
may hope that those matters placed in their care will remain beyond 
dispute as much as possible. The Dreaming is the Law. (Rigsby & Sutton 
1982, p. 157) 
So while Story provided the Law, it is still left to humans to manage the land 
and the people and so this requires some kind of authority. For Lamalama 
leaders in the current situation, what is different from the politicking of 
former times detailed by Rigsby and Sutton is that the politicking needs to 
bring together more than 250 people into communal ownership of land. The 
ownership of each part of the country within the Lamalama claim has an 
existing, recognised owner and with this ownership come obligations and 
custodianship of significant aspects of Bay area people’s culture. For 
instance, Bobby Stewart is Bassani’s cousin-brother; their fathers were 
brothers (although they had different mothers) and their mothers were 
sisters. Bassani’s father and mother were younger than Stewart’s. Stewart, 
through his father, is the inheritor of the Morrobolam language group’s 
country which is non-contiguous and typical of the Bay area. The 
Morrobolam major sites, which include the Cliff Islands off the coast, are 24 
kilometres apart. Because Stewart is the owner of the Cliff Islands he is the 
custodian of the Wind Story, a significant creation spirit for Bay area people. 
There are also significant birth sites of living individuals, as well as of the 
recently deceased of whom the living are mindful. These sites are of major 
significance for people. 
Lamalama communal ownership of land requires individuals to give 
up some power to the group over decisions made about it and also maintain 
and respect the existing landownership and connection regime. This is the 
crux of the problem that Bassani faces with Salt—not an easy balance to be 
made. Salt does not understand how a group entity can own the land, 
especially his family’s country and, in particular, his birth site. He suspects 
that Bassani is manoeuvring to take his land away. Such an event was 
 SJ Wilmot  Between Home and Away: Documentary Filmmaking as a Placemaking Practice  53 
possible under pre-invasion land management politicking, especially as 
Salt’s family had lost its power and position and were no longer occupying 
the land. From a traditional viewpoint, these were all the conditions for such 
a coup (Rigsby & Sutton 1982, pp. 164–7). 
To achieve cohesion between the new communal landowning entity 
and the traditional regime of land ownership, the Lamalama entity needed to 
be an ideal stronger than the attachments to old ways and the fears caused 
by change. Salt was resisting the Lamalama identity and appealing to the 
elders around him on the grounds of the old landowner formation. The test 
for Bassani at this moment was whether the Lamalama identity is strong 
enough to withstand the challenge and also strong enough to pull Salt into 
alignment. In the face of Salt’s challenge, Bassani asserted his authority and 
appealed for support from others through his command of relationships with 
government and government people. He used my presence to reference the 
power he has been able to muster (as Salt used my presence to gain a 
platform to push his position), and he used his standing as the one who had 
led the campaign for so long. If Lamalama-ness was to work it is because the 
other landowners believed in the Lamalama identity. They did, and so 
pressured Salt to yield to the group identity. This moment represents the 
final triumph of Lamalama-ness. It manages to achieve the wholeness 
required for the Kingdom of the Bay people to be restored.  
The Goal achieved – return Home 
The film resolves with scenes of camping at a favoured communal camping 
place, Nagwal (also the site of the confrontation between Bassani and Salt). 
This is on Mbarimanggudinhma country, Alan Salt’s family lands. But many 
of the other Lamalama families have a recognised interest in it. After 
listening to senior people talk about Nagwal and their childhood visits to the 
place, I wondered whether some of the importance of the place to current 
Bay peoples was because it was in a remote corner of the Lilyvale Pastoral 
Lease where people could get away from any contact with white people. It 
had been a place of refuge.  
On this visit to Nagwal, some of my colleagues were present and were 
showing photographs and discussing genealogies with people. I also 
recorded some interviews. But none of that material seemed to matter and I 
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was continually drawn to film the Lamalama as the people of the Bay have 
been for thousands of years. Here the point and purpose of repossession of 
land and the autonomy they regain was evident. The moments I chose to 
include in the film seem to me to be where all the ethnographic detail and 
colonial constructs that define and delineate Aboriginality were (re)packed 
back together. Before these Bama were Aboriginal or Lamalama, they were 
people who lived in the world according to their understandings and 
narratives of the world.  
Christopher Vogler describes the resolution of stories: 
We seekers come home at last, purged, purified, and bearing the fruits of 
our journey. We share out the nourishment and the treasure among the 
Home tribe …. A circle has been closed, you can feel it. You can see that 
our struggles on the Road of Heroes have brought new life to our land. 
There will be other adventures to be had but this one is complete, and as 
it ends it brings deep healing, wellness, and wholeness to our world. The 
seekers have come home. (Vogler 2007, p. 215) 
Camping time at Nagwal afforded precious moments of the autonomy that 
all people seek, a being-in-the-world in line with the understanding of the 
world. Here at Nagwal they were back Home. Despite this repossession by 
the Lamalama of their estates being a condition of postcolonialism (Moreton-
Robinson 2003, p. 38), there is a possibility of wholeness and the wellness 
that this will bring. The choice to finish the narrative with Lindsey (Slippery) 
Bassani (Sunlight’s youngest brother) showing off the large barramundi he 
has just caught and the boys running off with it to show others, is a biblical 
reference to be sure—the messiah’s providing for all, the messiah being 
Bassani, but the fish, as the main food source of the Lamalama, also 
represents the nourishment and treasure that is shared by the Bay peoples. 
Filmmaking folding into the story 
Documentary filmmaking folds back into the place meaning it is drawing 
from when it serves a purpose for those who are participating in the making 
at the time of filming. This purpose is what matters to people at a location. 
Anthropology of indigenous use of media has revealed the very active ways 
in which indigenous people take up and engage with filmmaking. 
Terence Turner argues that indigenous communities initially take 
control of filmmaking to be ‘both assertive and conservative of identity’ and 
in the context of a contemporary ‘process of identity construction’ (Turner 
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1992) and that this is also in keeping with the cultural theory of Stuart Hall, 
who emphasises that traditional identities are hybrid identities mixing 
tradition with technology and mass culture (Turner 1992). In this sense, 
media is not only deployed to navigate the new social contexts in which an 
identity needs articulating, but also, as Jennifer Deger concludes in her study 
of the Yolgnu use of media, ‘to find new ways to bring to light the 
similitudes and ‘same-nesses’ that confirm, again and again, the underlying 
relationships and connections that undergrid the ‘Yolngu world’ (Deger 
2006, p. 215).  
Deger argues that the Yolngu use of media needs to be considered in 
terms of Aboriginal knowledge maintenance, making, and world view. 
Sutton concurs, arguing that Aboriginal people treat contemporary media 
the same as ‘more traditional media of narrative, song, dance, carved objects, 
body painting’ (Sutton 2014, p. 160). Deger draws from Bill Nichols, Walter 
Benjamin and Gadamer to argue that filmmaking is a way ‘to know the 
world anew’ (Deger 2006, p. 199). Film is able to shift what is familiar to a 
perspective from which what is familiar can be ‘recognised’. This idea of 
recognition, she says ‘produces an understanding exceeding what is literally 
perceived’ (Deger 2006). She argues that the Yolgnu use song, painting and 
filmmaking to achieve such ‘mimetic moments’ when ‘the Ancestral is seen 
and known, experienced and actively participated in’ (Deger 2006). 
Eric Michael observes, in his study of the Walpiri’s organisation of 
production, the significance of the present in Aboriginal filmmaking. The 
Walpiri placed a great deal of importance in organising production to take 
into account appropriate cultural practices (Michaels 1984, p. 33). 
Relationship and status were reproduced through all facets of production. 
Peter Sutton also notes that Aboriginal people use ‘outsiders and their 
media for insider ends’ (Sutton 2014, p. 164). Deger in her account of the 
Yolgnu use of media observes that her informant ‘did not seek to use media 
technologies to create an archive of facts for future generations’ (Deger 2006, 
p. 216), and I would think that Bassani did not expect the camera to be a 
scientific instrument that objectively documented the world as it was 
observed. From the moment I began filming Bassani in the Melbourne 
Museum in June 2005, the presence of the camera provided Bassani a 
platform for what he was doing at that moment. There were times later in 
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Coen when he referenced a possible future audience, but most of my time 
filming Bassani, the camera was a participant in what he wanted to say and 
do at that moment. Peter Sutton’s observations of the Wik people’s use of 
filmmaking was is that ‘the performance in front of the camera is for self-
assertion and the assertion of the inner kin group’ (Sutton 2014, p. 161). 
The engagement with the filmmaking that I experienced with Sunlight 
once again highlighted for me the significance of the present tense in 
filmmaking. It is in the present that those being filmed make available what 
is necessary to make films out of using vérité and observational methods This 
includes access to the dialectics from which the narrative pattern can be 
made. 
An afterword on point of view in The Last Days of Sunlight 
Was I able to tell the story of the Lamalama? I did not call the film The 
Lamalama Story or such like; I named it for what the central action was, the 
last days of Sunlight Bassani’s life. This account of the Lamalama history and 
campaign to regain land is assembled from what I had access to.  
A restriction I have for telling this story comes from the level of trust I 
might gain as a white settler-colonial male. I think it is reasonable for 
Aboriginal people not to trust someone like me. Gaining trust to the 
equivalent I have had in other situations (such as filming in Kotla 
Mubarakpur) was always going to involve more time than I had to be with 
the Lamalama. While I believe that most of the Lamalama people I interacted 
with understood me as being a sympathetic and supportive whitefella, I was 
under no illusion that I could exist outside a settler-colonial identity and its 
legacy and advantages. The most damning and crushing moment of 
comprehending an Aboriginal perception of me came in the first week I 
visited Cape York on this project while sitting in a new white Toyota Land 
Cruiser that I had hired from the Queensland Government carpool in Cairns. 
I was parked outside Bassani’s sister Josie’s house in Cooktown. A relative of 
hers (whose exact relationship and name I cannot recollect), came up to me 
and asked: ‘What kind of government person are you?’ Although I work in a 
university, I had never thought of myself as a government person and in 
other circumstances may have attempted to argue my autonomy from 
government. But my access to the world—being able to travel from 
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Melbourne to Coen (a journey substantially more challenging than visiting 
cities across Asia, as I regularly do), driving a vehicle as identifiable as a 
government vehicle, being an academic and having the knowledge and skills 
to make a film— represents a world of agency beyond that of the Lamalama.  
Being a white settler-colonial male inevitably limits the access and 
interactions I have with people. I did not encounter any hostility, and there 
was only once I asked to film but was denied. Bassani’s three nieces were my 
sisters-in-law through the relationship I had been assigned within the group; 
there was traditionally a taboo on sisters-in-law interacting with brothers-in-
law. This is no longer as strict as it may have been and so on many occasions, 
I did film these sisters-in-law and often spoke with them, and there were also 
times where they asked me and directed me to film situations. But there are 
many ways that people can avoid being involved in filmmaking without this 
being a confrontation or me being aware of it. I would not claim that I was 
welcomed at all times and by all. 
Being allied with Bassani and the Liddy family (the power block inside 
the Lamalama group) would have also situated me in relation to others in 
ways I did not understand and had no basis for overcoming. There are some 
in the group who I heard referred to often and, because of their importance, I 
expected I would meet and film. However, I only met some of these people 
at major events and never had the opportunity to film with them. I don’t 
know if this was because Bassani and the Liddys did not want them 
involved, or they did not want to be involved. 
The Lamalama people are also taciturn, so even when people were 
comfortable with me in private moments such as fishing or around 
campfires, they did not say much. There are long pauses in conversations 
broken by a few words related to the activity at hand, such as who has the 
bait. There are also cultural rules that guide relationships, such as the limit 
on access I had to my three sisters-in-law. The camera also seemed to 
constitute a public domain. I gained the impression that just as Lamalama 
women tend not to speak in public, with men occupying this space, this also 
seemed to be the case with the camera. I experienced women being less vocal 
when the camera was on than when it was off when men were around. 
The finished film reflects a view of the Lamalama history and of events 
that emphasises a male role and Bassani himself by primarily accessing the 
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story through public events such as meetings. In these situations, men are 
prominent and dominant. The biasing towards Bassani and men began with 
the invitation for me to film for the research project, coming from Bassani. 
The power over my involvement in the Lamalama, whatever it was going to 
be, lay with Bassani. I did not have the time with the Lamalama to move past 
this power relationship and so Bassani became the protagonist for narrative 
pattern-making. The film then also reflects Bassani’s position as the external 
facing authority for the Lamalama and is at the cost of other authorities and 
types of influence within the group. As discussed above, I did not have 
access to where women’s power and influence is exerted. Focusing on one 
character is also very helpful for negotiating the world as it unfolds and for 
‘projective anticipations’. It shuts down the options so that I only need to 
evaluate possibilities as they relate to the central character. This leads to the 
film reflecting how Bassani is interacting with the world. Bassani tended to 
be the centre of attention wherever he was. The presence of the camera 
heightens this effect and I took advantage of it as he took advantage of it for 
his purposes. 
Trust, shyness, gender, power and cultural difference are just some of 
the forces that limit the access to the world that I have to make films. So, to 
acknowledge the perspective of the film––male, Bassani/Wilmot––I have 
tried to situate the voice of the film as that of the relationship out of which I 
did have access to the world. The method and technique I have used to make 
the film–vérité/observational, allows me to attempt this because it directly 
reflects this relationship, and so provides the material to show this 
relationship. The film introduces Bassani leading me around Coen and 
introducing me to people and places. This point of view is consistent with all 
the material I filmed, even when my presence is not referenced. 
However, this strategy then sets causality in the film (and its 
momentum) such that it further restricts what may or not be included. In an 
earlier edit of the film, I had endeavoured to introduce key characters such as 
Florrie Liddy, Bobby Stewart and Daisy Stewart because of their significance 
in events. I introduced these characters just after the opening sequence with 
Bassani. In a test screening of this version of the film, audience members 
reported feeling that Bassani had disappeared through this part of the film. 
In other words, having set up Bassani, the momentum of the film needed to 
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stay with what happens next with him. Film narrative structures have 
limited room to stop the causal momentum to introduce something 
unrelated. My solution was to insert a little bit more of Bassani into this 
sequence, and decrease what I had of the other three. Of course, the causality 
and momentum, no matter where it starts, will enforce the exclusion of 
action that filmmakers love. There were scenes that I wanted to include, and 
that would have provided a more diverse view of the Lamalama group, 
which I had to cut. 
The only time I let go of the situated voice perspective in constructing 
the film is where I interweave camping scenes from Nagwal with the 
handover ceremony. This intercutting is an omnipotent narrator perspective. 
The sense of an unsituated viewpoint then lingers into the next sequence, 
which is only of camping at Nagwal. The sequence change is marked by a 
fade to black. I edited to maintain this sense of non-participant viewpoint to 
keep out of this key moment. I wanted to let the Lamalama go, so to speak, 
just as they seek autonomy. But I pulled it back to the situated voice by using 
the moment when Slippery shows me the fish he has caught. This was too 
much of a delicious biblical reference and so well fitted the idea of ‘the 
seekers have come Home’, that it was the best scene to finish the narrative 
on. Having Slippery and the boys address ‘the cameraman’ directly looped 
back to the introduction with Sunlight talking directly to me. The film’s final 
sequence of the shake-a-leg dancing was included to draw up the audience’s 
emotion and involve them in the joy the Lamalama experienced regaining 
their estates (and to underlay the credits). It is an emotional denouement and 
has no role in the narrative other than reinforcing the camping at Nagwal 
scene. 
1 ARC Linkage Project LP0667418 ‘Oral Tradition, Memory and Social Change: Indigenous 
Participation in the Curation and Use of Museum Collections’. 
2 Rigsby and Sutton use this spelling to differentiate what they argue is a ‘processual definition of 
politics’. 
3 A group of Bay area people, operating under the title of the Yintgingga Land Trust, gained the 
freehold title to a parcel of land at Port Stewart in the early 1990s. This was under a Queensland 
Government process that predated the Mabo decision.  
4 I tried to film Florrie Bassani as a significant part of the leadership of the Lamalama. She was very 
quiet and very shy and would not speak up in front of groups of people or to white officials. She 
seemed to do her work in private. At the Federal Court sitting at Yintjingga, she was asked to recount 
the events of the 1961 removal. This was a very big and important moment for her and she 
commanded the courtroom. She spoke in Ayapathu through a Belgian linguist, Jean-Christophe 
Verstraete, who has been studying the language with Rigsby and speaks the language competently. 
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Unfortunately, the court would not give me leave to film this moment despite the Cape York Land 
Council lawyers making a special application for me to do so. Florrie’s testimony was remarkable and 
it is to be regretted that it was not filmed. 
5 My relational position with the Lamalama group seemed to situate me as these women’s brother-
in-law and therefore I had a restricted relationship to them. I wanted to film their influence and 
importance, but never gained access to moments when this was being demonstrated.  
6 UNESCO Australia Memory of the World Register Nomination Form 2008 for the Donald Thomson 
Ethnohistory Collection to be inscribed. Section 8.0 Consultation with Stakeholders. Museums 
Victoria. Document in possession of its nominee, Rosemary Wrench, Senior Collections Manager 
(formerly of the Donald Thomson Collection), Museums Victoria. 
7 I use ‘protagonist’ rather than ‘hero’ in identifying the main character of a story because I agree 
with the criticisms around describing the main character with this word (see for example Christopher 
Vogler’s critique of the term in Vogler 2007, xxi). The term ‘hero’ still evokes a masculine ideal in its 
abstract use. Women are routinely described as heroes and although there are an increasing number 
of films with women heroes, the word without being qualified still seems to imply a male. I have 
experienced this in the classroom. If I ask a group of students who a hero might be, too often male 
and female students will seek to identify a man. The word also seems to evoke a war/warrior 
analogy for narrative conflict, particularly because the etymology of the word emphasises ‘protector’ 
and Ancient Greek heroes were semi-divine and always involved in wars. I think it is better to use the 
term ‘hero’ qualified and in the context of specific stories, rather than the generic description of the 
main character. 
8 Tindale wrote the name as ‘Entjinga’. Thomson’s notes identify people as belonging to ‘Yintjingga 
Tribe’. 
9 Lamalama, Umbuygamu, Rimanggudinhma, Umbindhamu and Ayapathu. 
10 There is a sequence that was in an earlier cut of the film in which Joanna King discusses her family 
tree and her community affiliations options. She makes it clear that she wants to be known as part of 
the Lamalama group but also wants to keep her options open. 
11 This story circulates continuously in the group in numerous ways. It is a significant reference point 
for where and why Lamalama people live in different places and as a marker of periods in the 
remembered past. The Lamalama want their old people, who are buried in the Bamaga Cemetery, 
returned to their country. 
The campaign to have the Lamalama removed from Yintjingga by local pastoralists from the early 
1950s and the responses and actions of government officials that led to the final act of removal in 
1961 is documented in Red Devils and White Men, PhD thesis, by Susan McIntyre-Tamwoy, 2000, 
James Cook University. This includes appendices with letters and documents.  
12 Spelt in Cape York Creole as stori. McIntyre-Tamwoy, S 2000, Red Devils and White Men, PhD 
thesis, James Cook University p. 2. Viewable at <https://researchonline.jcu.edu.au/8183/>. 
13 Identification as Lamalama is fluid and throughout the time I was filming, new connections were 
being recounted and descendants of known old people identified. The numbers of people claiming 
to be or claimed as Lamalama was discussed informally at various times by Lamalama elders and 
anthropologists. The number I most commonly heard was ‘about 300’. So 250 is on the conservative 
side. 
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CHAPTER 3 
Seeking Home Away: notes on making Sisters of the 
Sun 
 
Filming for Sisters of the Sun, April 2012 
I walk into a shearing shed along the road between Lake Bolac and Ararat, out on 
the volcanic plains of western Victoria. The farmer, Peter Hinchcliffe, greets me 
from across the shed as he packs down a fleece into a bale. He is too busy to stop. 
I’ve arrived mid-morning, just after morning tea, and this hour before lunch is 
when shearers are working hardest and nobody wants to be distracted or 
interrupted. In the business of shearing sheep, from yard to bales, if one worker 
stops, the whole thing stops. There is the energy and buzz in the shed that comes 
from people synchronised together in work. The shearers drive the pace of the 
work. Their pride, status and livelihood continue to be dependent on the number 
of sheep they can shear each hour and each day. They are the heartbeat of the shed 
and nothing must hold them up. 
One of the shearers is finishing a sheep and a roustabout bundles the fleece from 
the floor as soon as it drops clear of the sheep. He has it out of the shearer’s way as 
the newly shorn sheep is pushed down the chute to the yard outside. The shearer 
adds to his count on the chalkboard and moves to the pens for the next one. The 
roustabout turns towards the wool room and in a single continuous movement 
walks forward, deftly throwing the fleece out above the wool table so it unfolds 
and parachutes gently to the tabletop. The wool-classer and farmer are fringing it 
before it has settled, pulling off the matted dung and dirt around its edges and 
then testing the wool’s tensile strength by trying to pull it apart at a growth ring. 
With the last fringing completed, Peter is rolling up the fleece. He and the classer 
don’t confer. With years of experience behind them, they know they will agree 
which class of wool it is and which bale it needs to go in. As this fleece is pressed 
into the bale, the next fleece is airborne, the next sheep is being dragged from the 
pen, the floor is being swept clean.  
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Everyone has now seen me and is watching me out of the corner of an eye. I’m an 
outsider to this place and they are suspicious. Peter has told me the night before 
that everyone is okay with me filming but I can sense that they prefer me to stay 
well out of the way. But that’s not filmmaking; I’m going to get in close and get 
among it. I move into film and the roustabout on the broom warns me to watch 
out as he wheels it around the table as if to warn me off. But I am going to win 
them over by proving I understand what they are doing and how they work 
together. I will win them over and they will put on a show for me. This is going to 
be a lot of fun to film. This is what I love to do. 
I start at the start, checking the direction of the sunlight coming in through slats 
and windows and trying to get into the best places to have light behind what I am 
filming. At the holding pen I climb a rail to get into a position to catch a shearer 
tipping a sheep over to drag it out. I move around to behind the pen-gate to get a 
shot of a shearer backing out, dragging a sheep. The next shearer into the pen is 
worried I’ll be in his way. By the look in his eye, I can tell he is thinking, fuck him, 
if he gets in my way I’ll crash into him and teach him a lesson. But I track 
backward before he backs into me with his sheep and I get around onto the other 
side of his sling in a continuous shot and film him starting shearing. Now he’s 
reassured I know what’s going and he is into it. He keeps turning the sheep 
towards me so where he is shearing is facing the camera. He wants to be filmed 
and he is helping me. His effort rises. He’s putting on a show. 
And why not? Shearing is unique work. It is hard physical labour requiring a 
great effort to repeat the task over and over. It is also a job where the worker 
spends their day intertwined closely with an animal. The shearer may be fading a 
little from the national consciousness, but while some trades have gone and new 
ones arise, the shearer remains in the centre of the wool economy. It’s the shearer 
who is taking the money off the sheep. However tough their lives are outside of the 
shed, in the shearing shed, the shearer rules. 
I film while about 20 sheep get shorn, capturing the action in different shots. With 
the shearers won over, everybody puts on a show. When one fleece lands on the 
edge of the table, the roustabout flashes me a smile and shouts ‘next one’, so I give 
him another chance to do his best work for the camera. Click goes the shears—this 
is the shearing shed, the place where worker and farmer share a pride in their 
labours, the shearer his sheep count, the farmer the quality of the wool. Click goes 
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the shears—I have sung this shed deep into my unconsciousness, at primary 
school and to my children. Click goes the shears—here is a place of origin for the 
Australian native settler-colonial narrative. Click goes the shears—what is more 
Australian than this? Click goes the shears—Peter tells me later that there is no 
future for his shed. 
Away  
The Lamalama were forced Away from their Home and, after years of 
struggle, are now able to return. But a return Home for Aboriginal 
Australians makes obvious how Away settler-colonials are. In narrative 
terms, the return Home for the Lamalama reveals to the settler-colonials that 
they are the ones on hostile terrain. But Veracini argues that there are 
difficulties in ‘telling the end of the settler-colonial story’ (Veracini 2010, p. 
96). 
I have used the word Away for those elements of a film narrative that 
generally occur in Act Two; this is also often described with the metaphor of 
a journey. Away and journey are contrasted to Home as not having the same 
desirable qualities. Home is the place where we feel connection and 
belonging. It is where we feel comfortable and secure, like the shearer in the 
shearing shed. Away is where we don’t belong and will feel uncomfortable 
and insecure—hostile terrain. In some story types, the protagonist is forced 
to go away because of the circumstances they face, such as in a quest story 
and ‘over-coming-the-monster’ stories (Booker 2004, p. 21). In these stories, 
the protagonist is compelled to go on a journey to save their Home. The 
tragedy is a different story type where the protagonist is tempted or seduced 
into making the choice (they have enough free will for this to be a choice) to 
go Away. Although tragedies tend not to involve the physical journeys that 
other film story types do, protagonists embark on the pursuit of something 
that at the outset they think is better than what they have. In doing so they 
put at risk the circumstances in which they have some measure of 
connection, belonging, security and comfort. For the protagonist in a tragedy, 
the grass is greener on the other side of the fence. It is this sense of Away that 
Rushdie evoked in The Ground Beneath Her Feet when he wrote, ‘among the 
great struggles of man – good/evil, reason/unreason, etc. – there is also this 
mighty conflict between the fantasy of Home and the fantasy of Away, the 
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dream of roots and the mirage of the journey’ (Rushdie 2000, p. 55). This is 
Rushdie’s narrator, Unmeed Merchant, foretelling the doom that will befall 
the story’s main characters, internationally successful musicians Vina Aspara 
and Ormus Cama. Merchant goes on: 
And if you are Ormus Cama and Vina Aspara, whose songs could cross 
all frontiers of people’s hearts, then perhaps you believe all ground could 
be skipped over, all frontiers would crumble before the sorcery of the 
tune. Off you’d go, off your turf, beyond family and clan and nation and 
race, flying untouchable over minefields of taboo, until you stood at last 
at the last gateway, the most forbidden of all doors. Where your blood 
sings in your ears, Don’t even think about it. And you think about it, you 
cross that final frontier, and perhaps, perhaps–we’ll see how the tale 
works out–you have finally gone too far and are destroyed. (Rushdie 
2000, p. 55) 
The tale for those tempted and seduced by Away usually ends badly. Were 
settler-colonials compelled Away or seduced Away?  
Veracini offers a narrative of settler-colonialism which is linear and 
does not have a return home. This is in contrast to a colonial narrative which 
is circular because the coloniser returns home. In a Home-Away-Home 
narrative, according to Veracini, discovery is possible. The colonial/traveller 
learns and engages with the people encountered and then ‘reports back’ 
home. Veracini references the Odyssey in describing the colonial narrative, 
where, like all stories, the return Home is more than reporting back; the 
protagonist returns home to save Home. His characterisation of the trails of 
the journey being about discoveries to be taken home is consistent with the 
benefits the trails of Away has for those who are compelled. It is by going 
Away that protagonists gain the knowledge and wisdom to save Home. 
Settler-colonialism, on the other hand according to Veracini, is not about 
discovery, it is about taking Home and putting it somewhere else (Veracini. 
2010, pp. 96–100).  
The settler-colonial story is more akin to tragedy. The ideas of the 
Americas as a land of milk and honey and in the lyrics of Advance Australia 
Fair, ‘Our land abounds in nature’s gifts’, reinforce an idea that settler-
colonials have been seduced to greener pastures. But settler-colonials bring a 
story of settlement with them; ‘”settlement” is pre-imagined before it is 
practiced’ (Veracini 2010, p. 76). The story needs to be told before the 
destination can be comprehended (an idea that Paul Carter explored in The 
Road to Botany Bay through the naming practices of explorers). This pre-
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imagined destination was a source of confrontation as the settler-colonials 
discovered that the pre-imagined did not match the circumstances they 
faced: the land was not unoccupied. Why were the settlers so seduced? 
Zymunt Bauman suggests that this is because, for the most part, they were 
people displaced by modernity: 
colonialization and settlement … for a greater part of modern history played 
a crucial role of dumping grounds for the human waste turned out in ever-
rising volumes in the parts of the globe affected by the processes of 
‘modernization’. 
The production of ‘human waste’, or more correctly, wasted humans (the 
‘excessive’ and ‘redundant’, that is the population of those who either 
could not or were not wished to be recognized or allowed to stay), is an 
inevitable outcome of modernization, and an inseparable accompaniment 
to modernity. (Bauman 2004, p. 5) 
In Britain from early Tudor times, the displacement of rural populations into 
towns and cities because of the enclosure of open fields and the commons by 
landlords for private interest was part of an economic revolution that 
increased human productivity. The corollary of increased productivity is a 
decrease in the number of workers required for a given task. An excess of 
rural workers fed the growth of industrial production but, in turn, increased 
industrial productivity decreased livelihoods, leading to intergenerational 
poverty in cities and towns (Polyani 2001, p. 35, p. 24). In the 18th century 
there was a population boom but not enough work, and so the descendants 
of dispossessed commoners were dehumanised, demonised and criminalised 
for their poverty (Hughes 2003, pp. 25–7) much as settler-colonials have done 
to the peoples they have dispossessed. Many of these commoner-
descendants were then transported to Australia, not as settlers, but as waste. 
As Ross Gibson observes: ‘Most of the original colonists were bullied over to 
Australia by the law or by penury, they were not lured on by free will and 
hope’ (Gibson 1992, 11). 
My family ancestry includes convicts, sentenced to death for trivial 
offences that were designed to protect the rich (Hughes 2003, p. 29), and who 
had their death sentences commuted to transportation to Australia. My 
ancestry also includes Scottish migrants who left the dire circumstances of 
Scotland in the mid- to late 19th century. This was a time when the rise of 
laissez-faire capitalism in Scotland had undermined the economy and 
rendered it over-vulnerable to cycles of recession and boom. Fewer and 
fewer people escaped each cycle of unemployment and poverty (Aitken 1990, 
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pp. 16–19). These were also the circumstances in which the documentary 
foundation theorist, John Grierson, developed his social and political 
consciousness (Aitken 1990). It was the degree to which the pre–World War I 
political orders in Scotland had failed to address poverty and 
unemployment, which motivated Grierson’s social development project. 
The settler-colonial narrative is malformed. Neither the convict nor 
labourer facing poverty could be understood as a tempted protagonist. In 
both cases, Home was a ‘City of Destruction’ where life was unbearable. But 
neither was there a call to fix Home. Instead, these settler-colonials were 
compelled to participate in a narrative that appears more like a tragedy. The 
Away of the settler-colonial was not about going on a journey of learning to 
better the circumstances from which they are compelled to leave; rather, they 
expect a Home to be at the end of a non-journey, a Home they did not have 
to begin with and only existed in the pre-settlement imagining. This does not 
follow the narrative pattern. This is messed-up placemaking and the reason 
for the difficulties in finding an ending for the settler-colonial narrative. The 
uncertainties and anxieties of this messed-up placemaking when Home is 
pre-imagined is also a cause of Australian Aboriginal people remaining 
obdurately fixed in the margins of Australian history and culture. 
The damage that has been done by the settler-colonials’ claims to Home 
in Australia is being addressed in many ways, legally through native title 
laws, administratively such as giving Aboriginal people joint management of 
the state or national parks on their country, and also more widely in public 
culture through the contributions Aboriginal people make in sport, the arts 
and politics. There is also the growing practice of Welcomes to and 
Acknowledgments of Country. But such recognition of Aboriginal people’s 
sovereignty creates anxiety and resistance. Eva Mackey points out that 
‘certainty over land and control of indigenous people’ has been keyed into 
the foundations of settler-colonialism and therefore restricts and limits 
settlers’ ability to adapt or reformulate what constitutes certainty in the face 
of uncertainties (Mackey 2014, p. 249–50). Moreton-Robinson argues that 
Aboriginal people’s ontological relationship to country—the inseparableness 
of all things—is itself unsettling for white Australia (Moreton-Robinson 2003, 
p. 37). The anxiety that arises from losing control over land and over 
Aboriginal people is evident in some of the claims made about the ending of 
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climbing on Uluru such as: ‘Slowly, one nibble at a time, the things we took 
for granted as Australians … are eroded and the heritage that binds all of us 
to this land is diminished and dismissed’ (Hendrickx 2018). The resistance to 
the idea of an Indigenous voice in the Australian Federal Parliament has also 
been met with new claims of dividing Australia (Coughlan 2019). 
The shearing shed is not a place I need to offer much explanation for what it is I 
am doing. Everyone in the shed has a shared sense of what the shed represents and 
it makes sense to everyone that this is something to be filmed. By filming the 
shearing, I have also reinforced the meaning of the shed for them. At lunchtime, 
no one asks me why I am filming; instead, I get the question, ‘Did you get what 
you wanted?’. I did get what I wanted. What I wanted was an iconic scene of 
settler-colonial indigenousness. Even without the validation that filming 
provided, the shed is a self-reinforcing trope endlessly repeated across Australia. It 
is a place that resists re-storying. There is no time for reflection or evaluation and, 
on the surrounding volcanic plain, nothing that the shearing contractors or 
farmers can see that might challenge its claim to indigeneity. It is a comforting 
place to be, and this is also this idea that I was interested in finding a way to 
represent. 
The conversation over lunch touched on themes of uncertainty that I was hearing 
as I travelled around the volcanic plains. Family-run farms were being bought by 
agri-businesses, town populations were shrinking, things were changing. The 
circumstances from which emplacement emerges tend to be discussed between 
those who share a sense of place. The story that makes this place is re-performed, 
variations on it trialled and tested or adopted. Listening to this talk, I formed the 
view of the plains as a place of change. The shed meaning seemed to shift; it was 
not just the restatement of the idea of settler-colonialism, it was an anchoring 
point for many to which they could tether their sense of Australian-ness in 
response to change. Was it becoming more Australian? 
As lunch wound down, Peter the farmer began releasing shorn sheep from the 
outside pens into the fields beyond, checking the sheep and cutting out any he 
thought needed attention. I filmed him working for a while then asked what he 
thought about the future. He spoke more about his uncertainty than I expected.  
This was also the case in filming quarryman Chris Molan. I started filming 
Molan at the site of the Molan family’s most profitable quarry. But then he began 
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to talk about how uncertain the future was. So, we moved to a quarry that would 
illustrate his uncertainty. As the theme of family farms being sold was a regular 
topic of conversations, I sought out an example. Margaret Wills was introduced 
to me. She was a volunteer in the small blacksmithing museum in Lake Bolac 
where she had moved some of her grandfather’s tools since her brother had sold the 
family farm. I began filming with her by asking her to give me a tour of the 
blacksmithing museum. This is all it took for her to talk about the loss of her 
family’s connection to Lake Bolac. She had also brought along photographs. It was 
what she wanted to talk about. 
The Australian palimpsest 
Sisters of the Sun is a documentary experiment of sorts, a direction that my 
collaborator Patrick West prompted and encouraged. It is more like an Act 
Two as it is focused on the terrain that settler-colonials find themselves on. 
Act One begins with an imagined conversation between two dead people in 
a cemetery and the film ends with a gesture of harmony but does not offer a 
resolution. The film was part of a practice-based research project involving a 
range of creative-arts practitioners making creative works about the volcanic 
plains of Western Victoria. The project was led by Paul Carter and had the 
title ‘Flows and Catchments’.  
It was a catchment of sorts that became the film’s starting point. On the 
largest monument in the Camperdown cemetery are chiselled the words: 
1840 
1883 
In memory of the Aborigines of this District 
Here lies the body of the Chief Wombeetch Puyuun and last 
of the local tribes 
My reaction to first seeing this was the same as Ben Wilkie’s:  
This monument, however, seems incongruous. ‘In memory of the 
Aborigines of this district.’ Someone had allowed this memory to become 
set in stone upon a scarred landscape that white Australians would 
otherwise refuse to acknowledge for much of the nation’s modern history. 
Who had chosen to remember Wombeetch Puyuun and the Djargurd 
wurrung, when so many thousands have been forgotten in the violence 
that accompanied the arrival of Europeans in Australia? (Wilkie 2016) 
This obelisk pointed towards the idea of recovering an Aboriginal presence 
on the Volcanic Plains. This has been the project of the Lake Bolac Eel 
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Festival where the film was to be played at. The festival is held in recognition 
of the great gathering of clans of Djabwurrung, Wathurrung and probably 
Keeray Wurrung to harvest eels from the lake, just as the eels began their 
seasonal migration down the Salt Creek and out to sea. The clans would hold 
ceremonies and transact the business of the day. 
(<http://www.eelfestival.org.au/eelfestival/our-story/>). Part of the 
festival was also a ‘healing walk’, ‘the idea of walking with aboriginal people 
back into country they’d been removed from’ (Neil Murray quoted at 
<http://www.eelfestival.org.au/eelfestival/our-story/>). The story of this 
monument also offered me a way into discovering and learning more about 
Western Victoria, somewhere that seemed to be part of my sense of place as a 
Victorian/Australian, but that I had only ever driven through. 
Around Wombeetch Puyuun’s monument are the graves of the 
strangers who invaded his country. They have written their claim to a 
continuing presence here in well-masoned stonework. The monument 
thrusts a retort to the strangers’ claim, straight up through their words-in-
stone, back out to the wider world. The monument invites remembering 
what was eliminated and, in doing so, offers resistance to elimination. The 
obelisk thrusts Aboriginal occupation of the land straight back into mind. 
When Djargurd Wurrung descendant Janice Austin pauses at the monument, 
she remembers that the monument’s origins are deeper in the soil than the 
strangers’ and she sees it project its invitation to remember beyond the 
claims of the strangers—in the monumental language of the cemetery, its 
claims are greatest, anyway. The strangers’ claims are easily punctured by 
remembering the last of the tribes. Paul Carter speculated that the monument 
may have been ‘directed to whitefellas and meant as a lasting reproach for 
the cultural destruction they had wrought’.1 It seemed like the right place to 
start. 
Sisters of the Sun explores a place where the presence of Aboriginality 
seemed to had been completely removed. Camperdown is on the eastern 
edge of the Victorian region known as the Western District, which is part of a 
large volcanic plain, the third-largest in the world—or possibly the fifth, 
depending on which country the claim is being made from. This is a place of 
wealthy farming enterprises and prosperous towns. The monument was 
erected by Scottish settler James Dawson as a reaction to his friend 
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Wombeetch Puyuun being buried in the Old Timboon Burial Place (Critchett 
1998, p. 226). The Timboon site had been the first cemetery in Camperdown 
but was abandoned by the 1860s because it was too wet and boggy.2 Dawson, 
who had long campaigned against the brutal treatment of Aboriginal people, 
and well knew the attitudes of his neighbours and fellow settlers towards 
Aboriginal people, took this as an insult. He tried to raise funds from the 
town and the local wealthy farmers to rebury Wombeetch Puyuun in the 
new Camperdown cemetery and was rebuffed. The letters he received in 
response to his requests reveal the full extent to which the pastoralists of the 
district understood the injustice and devastation they had wrought on 
Aboriginal people and their interest in not being reminded of this. The letters 
included statements such as, ‘I decline to assist in erecting a monument to a 
race of men we have robbed of their country’, and ‘[t]he obelisk will point for 
all time to come to the treatment of this unfortunate race—the possessors of 
the soil we took from them, and we gave in return the vices belonging to our 
boasted civilisation. I decline to assist’ (Critchett 1998, p. 231). In the end, 
Dawson paid most of the cost for the monument himself (Critchett 1998, p. 
226).  
Wombeetch Puyuun was a member of the Liwura Gundidj Clan of the 
Djargurd Wurrung language group. He was one of the owners of the land on 
which Camperdown was built. He was born well before the arrival of any 
Europeans in this part of Australia. He was probably part of the last 
generation of Djargurd Wurrung to be initiated. Wombeetch Puyuun 
experienced the deaths of most of his clan and the removal of those who 
survived to the Framlingham Aboriginal Reserve, 50 kilometres away to the 
west. He resisted living at Framlingham and instead remained on his estates. 
Although the official Camperdown history notes him as a ‘popular figure 
around the town’,3 he was regularly arrested for drunkenness and removed 
to Framlingham, only to walk back. There is a small park next to the 
Camperdown Secondary College that marks where he camped with several 
other Aboriginal men. The dates on the monument, 1840 to 1883, mark the 40 
years it took to achieve what seems to be the elimination of Aboriginal 
people from this place. 
Janice Austin is part of a large family that has regularly visited the 
monument and its members have been extraordinary contributors to 20th-
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century Victorian life. Her brother Herbert ‘Jock’ Austin was a significant 
leader in the Victorian Aboriginal community.4 Among his many 
contributions, he started the Fitzroy Stars Aboriginal Community Youth 
Club Gymnasium, which continues to be an important centre of the 
Aboriginal community in Melbourne. Boxer Lionel Rose and musician 
Archie Roach are also part of the Austin family. When Janice talks about her 
family, she traces a family tree that retains its identity as a family of First 
Peoples of Western Victoria. The family tree includes many non-Aboriginal 
people and, from her perspective, these people have married into her 
Aboriginal family, just as the Jones family may note that someone with the 
surname Smith married a Jones. She often stops by the cemetery on her way 
between her home in Melbourne and the area around Framlingham where 
many of her relatives live. This is a significant place for her; it is on country 
that she draws her identity from. 
Place for Aboriginal people ‘gives and receives life’ (Rose quoted in 
Somerville 2009, p. 6). ‘This creek, this yallock, defines who I am,’ says 
Wadawurrung elder Byron Powell in the Fiery Creek film. Within academic 
definitions of place—such as, place is a way of ‘seeing, knowing and 
understanding the world … as a rich and complicated interplay of people 
and environment’ (Cresswell 2015, p. 17)—there is a separation between 
locality and experience that is not in an Aboriginal relationship to country. In 
this definition, the mind (and body) of the holder of place-meaning makes 
the meaning separate to the locality itself. It is up to the individual to 
construct the meaning of place. The meaning is open to contest and 
inevitably involves change. In this human-centred cosmos, a communal 
understanding of place can only be achieved through a contest between 
possible meanings. This contrasts with an Aboriginal conception of place. In 
Aboriginal cosmology, place and self are not separate. They are bound in a 
cycle of life and death where death is ‘state of being of those ancestors for 
whom the living trace their own being and whose presence must be 
contended with in place’ (Langton 2002, p. 266). This is a ‘conservative 
framework for ensuring the maintenance and replication of the physical 
world’ (Langton 2002, p. 267). Place is an obligation that determines an 
individual’s actions, interrelated to everything. In the documentary film 
Gurrumul, Michael Hohnen—collaborator and public voice of musician 
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Geoffrey Gurrumul Yunupingu—says, introducing a song about Gurrumul’s 
totem, Baru (saltwater crocodile), ‘When most of us are born, we are born 
with not much of an identity or knowledge about ourselves … when 
Gurrumul is born, he is born with an identity, a skin name and he is 
connected to lots of different parts of the earth and the animals, including 
Baru’ (Gurrumul 2017, 34.50).  
The palimpsest that emerges in Sisters of the Sun is one of a place with 
its language and meaning—its seasonal cycles of weather and food chains, its 
geomorphology—overwritten by a settler-colonial experience that seeks to 
assert a meaning from individual settler-colonial experiences. Somerville et 
al., citing Gruenewald, observe that ‘colonial storylines of place’ focus on 
economic exploitation (Somerville et al. 2009, p. 8). The settler-colonial 
experience of Australian places emphasises the individual agency in the 
economic use of the land. Despite the Western liberal notion of individualism 
and desire to be free to self-determine, the activities of the settler-colonials—
from eel fishing to quarrying and farming—are completely contingent on the 
country they take place in. The cycles of that country are what create the 
opportunities for human activity and experience. Thus, a meaning-making of 
place that derives from individual acts of land exploitation is as 
unsustainable as the exploitation. Such acts are finite. Quarries run out, 
farms are sold, pastoral leases extinguished, young people move away. This 
leaves settler-colonial placemaking permanently unstable and at the mercy of 
individual actors and their fortunes. The settler-colonial narrative is more in 
danger of being doomed and disappearing than Aboriginality. The words 
carved into stone in the cemetery are a forlorn gesture of the settler-colonial’s 
sense of impermanence or, as French philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy expresses 
it, ‘that death that, when no longer anything more than the death of the 
individual, carries an unbearable burden and collapse into insignificance’ 
(Nancy 1991, p. 1). Settler-colonial uncertainty is a condition of modernity.  
Across this landscape there is also a narrative of modernity, another 
layer of the palimpsest. These gravestones and monuments of early 
settlement could, according to Bauman,  
… signal the disappearance of ‘no man’s lands’. Territories fit to be 
defined and/or treated as void of human habitation as well as devoid of 
sovereign administration – and thus open to (clamour for!) colonialization 
and settlement. Such territory, now largely absent, for a greater part of 
modern history played a crucial role of dumping grounds for the human 
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waste turned out in ever-rising volumes in the parts of the globe affected 
by the processes of ‘modernization’. (Bauman 2004, p. 5) 
The eel fisher, the sheep farmer and the quarryman are all as likely to fall 
victim to this modernisation process as the Aborigines that they supplanted: 
‘”modernizing’… was the deepest meaning of colonization and imperialist 
conquest’ (Bauman 2004, p. 6). In Removing People, Bessel and Haake note 
that the forced removal of human beings is a feature of modern history 
(Bessel & Haake 2009, p. 3). Carole Blackburn also argues that the need for 
certainty in attempts at de-colonisation cannot be separated from the 
aspiration for certainty as a general condition of economic globalisation 
(Blackburn 2005, pp. 594–5). The ethical and moral case for de-colonisation 
and for addressing the continuing harm and damage being done to 
Aboriginal people have been well made. Understanding how we might 
redress these harms and damage concerns writers such as Langton, Pascoe, 
Somerville, Veracini and Wolfe, and is also the motivation for making Sisters 
of the Sun. Additionally, addressing the impacts of colonisation on the 
environment has been a concern of writers such as Val Plumwood5 and is 
also the concern of placemaking education such as explored in Somerville et 
al. But as much as, according to Bauman, these harms that need to be 
redressed arise from modernity, modernity also offers the belief that this 
situation can change: ‘Modernity is about rejecting the world as it has been 
thus far and the resolution to change it’ (Bauman 2004, p. 23). The modernist 
confidence that circumstances can be changed is implicated in the reason 
they must change. 
The circular reasoning of modernity cycles back to Dawson’s 
monument and the words carved into stone. Freedom—modernity’s offer of 
self-determination and the right to make meaning for oneself—is achieved in 
exchange for security. The outcome is insecurity (Bauman 2000, p. 22). The 
offer of a Home Away for settler-colonials only briefly provided a semblance 
of security, an illusion that a new story had gained an unchallengeable hold 
on this land. Settler-colonials are by no means the first and only people to ask 
strangers to remember them in the future; however, in a place where 
elimination and erasure of one group has been sought and the invaders were 
and continue to be ‘uprooted’ by the modernising system that made this 
elimination possible, then these monuments take on more poignancy.6 
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Dawson’s monument marks a Pyrrhic victory. It marks the perpetual 
insecurity that has now been placed onto this country, replacing the 
‘conservative framework’ of Aboriginal cosmology. 
Uncertain terrain is also the territory that Grierson carved out for 
documentary filmmaking. The progenitor of the documentary idiom, Robert 
Flaherty (Jacobs 1979, pp. 7–8), had shown Grierson how a narrative dialectic 
can be created out of locations. It was to Flaherty’s second film Moana that 
Grierson was the first to apply the word ‘document’ to a film in English: 
‘Moana, being a visual account of events in the daily life of a Polynesian 
youth and his family, has documentary value’ (Grierson 1979, p. 25). Deane 
Williams notes that ‘at the heart of Flaherty’s corpus of works lies an ongoing 
negotiation with the forces of modernity’ through a nostalgic yearning for a 
romantic ideal of a pre-modern struggle between humanity and the elements 
(Williams 2002). Referencing Siegfried Kracauer, he argues that Flaherty’s 
films are a ‘response to modernity’ (Williams 2002). However, when 
Grierson developed his First Principles of Documentary some years later, he 
rejected what he described as Flaherty’s ‘search for old-time simplicity, and 
the ancient dignities of man’, arguing that this was not enough ‘in the 
business of ordering most present chaos’ (Grierson 1946(a), p. 81). The 
Griersonian documentary film project was to support nation-state building 
to provide a ‘collective quest for social unity and harmony’ (Aitken 1990, p. 
27). Documentary films would contribute ‘to create loyalties’ (Grierson 1942, 
p. 84) to the state by fostering connectedness and belonging in response to 
the insecurities and uncertainties of modernity. 
Grierson’s First Principles draw heavily upon Flaherty’s filmmaking 
method, but whereas Flaherty searched out pre-modern societies in which he 
could find a man-versus-environment dialectic, Grierson’s documentary 
project was to go into contemporary worlds and seek out the dialectic in 
modern everyday life. In the films that came out of the organisations that 
Grierson created in the 1930s, best exemplified by Night Mail, this dialectic is 
between insecurity of modern experience—or as Grierson expressed it, ‘the 
feeling of incapacity to apprehend the perspectives of our complex 
existence … [t]he individual mind has lost its bearings’ (Grierson 1946, p. 
125)—and the quest for social unity and harmony: the need to belong. The 
resolution—Home—is achieved through ordinary everyday work made 
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meaningful because it is vital for the new imagining of Home, the 
community of the State. Bearings are regained in making this connection 
between individual work and the common good that has the reassuring 
comfort of a community. Community offers ‘warmth’ and ‘shelter’, a 
‘world … we would dearly wish to inhabit’ (Bauman 2001, p. 3). 
Nancy argues that ideals of homogenous communities defined by place 
are mythical thoughts, a longing for an ‘imaginary picture of our past’ 
(Nancy 1991, p. 10). Community and place should not be confused: 
community does not exist in all places (Brent 2004, p. 217; Massey 2013, p. 
154). But place has a role in communities (Massey 2013, p. 147; Freie quoted 
in Brent 2004, p. 217). Brent, who has spent a working life on community 
development in an English housing project, observes that ‘community is the 
continually reproduced desire to overcome the adversity of social life, and it 
is community as desire rather than community as social object which 
commands attention’ (Brent 2004, p. 221). Bauman agrees: ‘”community” 
stands for the kind of world that is not available to us but which we would 
dearly wish to inhabit and which we hope to repossess … another name for 
paradise lost’ (Bauman 2000, pp. 1, 3) Nancy argues that this sense of 
yearning and loss has a long history: 
… the Western world from its very beginnings: at every moment in 
history, the Occident has rendered itself to the nostalgia for a more 
archaic community that has disappeared, and to deploring a loss of 
familiarity, fraternity and conviviality. Our history begins with the 
departure of Ulysses. (Nancy 1991, p. 10) 
Veracini argues that settler-colonials bring an ‘inherent sovereignty’ with 
them, one with an ancient origin (Veracini 2010, pp. 53–5). We have also 
come, I believe, with this ancient nostalgic yearning for community in which 
the idea of recovering an Aboriginal presence on the volcanic plains could 
also be understood as. The Australian palimpsest is an Aboriginal place, a 
settler-colonial place, a lost archaic community, a nostalgic yearning and a 
persistent uncertainty. Modernity seems to have sent us all Away, a non-
journey from which nothing is to be discovered or learnt to fix Home. What 
is next for the settler-colonial is uncertain; how Aboriginal sovereignty is 
adequately recognised or resolved is equally uncertain. The search for a 
resolution to a just settler-colonial and Aboriginal co-existence is as much a 
search for certainty in the context of modernity.  
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Sisters of the Sun offers no Home resolution; rather the film offers the 
continuing existence of these uncertainties, carried harmoniously by Janice 
Austin and Isabella Dawson’s granddaughter, Susan Cole—Sisters of the 
Sun—an image of a communal harmony of sorts. This is what stories offer. 
There are many more documentary films to be made. 
 
 
1 Email to author, 2012. The project was called Flows and Catchments and was a multidisciplinary, 
practice-based research project run out of the Faculty of Arts between 2010 and 2013, which 
explored aspects of the Volcanic Plains of Western Victoria. 
2 See Victorian Heritage Database report on the Old Timboon Burial Place at 
<https://vhd.heritagecouncil.vic.gov.au/places/12224/download-report>. 
One of the remaining graves at this site is that of Charles Sievwright, the son of Charles Wightman 
Sievwright who was an assistant protector of Aborigines, based in the district. Charles Wightman 
Sievwright was hated by the squatters and selectors because of his determination to investigate 
massacres of Aboriginal people and have the perpetrators prosecuted 
(<http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/sievwright-charles-wightman-13194>; also see Arkley L 2000, 
The hated protector: the story of Charles Wightman Sievwright, protector of Aborigines 1839-42, 
Mentone: Orbit Press. 
3 See <https://camperdownhistory.org.au/history/#europeansettlement>. 
4 See <https://www.vic.gov.au/aboriginalvictoria/community-engagement/leadership-
programs/aboriginal-honour-roll/2013-victorian-aboriginal-honour-roll/herbert-jock-austin.html>. 
5 See for instance Plumwood, V 2002, ‘Decolonisation relationships with nature’, PAN: Philosophy 
Activism Nature, no. 2, p. 7. 
6 Wolfe points out that the ‘rabble’ who had enthusiastically participated in the dispossession of the 
Cherokee from the Black Hills of Dakota were ‘drawn from the ranks of Europe’s landless’ (Wolfe 
2006, p. 392). 
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CONCLUSION 
Living between Home and Away 
This exegesis has investigated my documentary filmmaking practice in 
dialogue with three films that this practice has produced: Kotla Walks: 
Performing Locality, The Last Days of Sunlight and Sisters of the Sun. These films 
are related by curiosities and questions of connection and belonging in the 
context of settler-colonialism. These films are also related by the way the 
verité/observational method I employ draws from and contributes to the 
placemaking out of which the films emerge. 
I have traced how my urge to make documentary films began in 
formative experiences that challenged the dominant settler-colonial narrative 
of Australia. This narrative involved a denial of the violent and damaging 
circumstances of settlement and formulated Australia as a replication of 
Europe that simultaneously sought to be indigenous. The challenge to this 
narrative for me came through the local material practice of growing native 
plants that my parents pursued. This was a local (re)placemaking, countering 
the replacement narrative of the neo-European Australia. Growing native 
plants was appreciating and promoting what was being suppressed. What I 
also witnessed about this local placemaking was that it connected with 
similar local placemaking into a wider political movement that the native-
plant growers had not set out to be part of originally. 
I have found in documentary filmmaking a way of addressing and 
exploring my personal unsettled sense of belonging to Australia that has 
arisen as this narrative has broken down. This is because it is also capable of 
participating in local placemaking and shares and circulates placemaking 
with wider audiences.  
My documentary films emerge from a material engagement with the 
world. This is an application of filmmaking technique in response to place, 
both its physical and imaginary dimensions. This is what Grierson describes 
as ‘mastering of the material on the spot’. My use of a vérité/observational 
method is how I react to what matters to people at the locality I am filming. 
The filmmaker’s perspective on location is not looking back in time at what is 
being filmed, but a forward projecting of what could be the film as shaped by 
 SJ Wilmot  Between Home and Away: Documentary Filmmaking as a Placemaking Practice  78 
those being filmed. This filmmaking happens in a present/future tense. As 
such it is part of the placemaking process of performing the world into being, 
acting as much on anticipation as on antecedent (Hastrup 2004, p. 232). This 
placemaking is necessitated by the continuing destabilising that modernity 
brings. The insecurities and uncertainties of modernity create never-ending 
desires for the stabilising of space into imaginaries of comforting place. 
These documentary films are authentic because they re-perform, through 
narrative structure, this spatial dialectic from which place is formed. They 
respond to what matters to those who inhabit those localities where they are 
made, which is to turn space into place. 
My journey into documentary filmmaking began in discovering how 
generous the world could be in response to being curious about it. I then 
learnt that filmmakers in situations of change provide opportunities for 
remaking and performing new possibilities that seek to stabilise change, and 
thus seek certainty. What I find consistently is that inhabitants of locations 
are always needing to adjust the story that produces their sense of a place, 
especially when they seek Home––security and comfort, in this place. 
Filmmaking has revealed to me how we spend our lives trying to move from 
uncertainty to certainty. This dialectic I have described as Home and Away. 
This movement from uncertainty to certainty is the material of narrative. 
Narrative structures offer hope in uncertainty as productive of certainty. It is 
towards certainty that narrative moves or, in spatial terms, from space to 
place. This is reassuring even when the ending is not conclusive and closed, 
as in what is often referred to as a ‘happy ending’. Documentary films, by 
conveying experiences of the world, trade with audiences alternate scenarios 
of Home and Away. Documentary films offer ideas about the boundaries 
and edges of Home and the possibilities and limits of Away. The resolution 
audiences seek is not in the film’s ending––as emotionally satisfying as this 
can be—it is in their emplacement. This emplacement is an imaginary that 
they construct that can stabilise their own uncertainty towards a comforting 
sense of being home. Audiences are the seekers of home, and settler-
colonials––with their unsettled sense of belonging and connection and 
realisation that they live on hostile territory—are endlessly seeking home. 
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